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This study attempts to assess the Malay language education in Singapore 
by focusing on its vision, Arif Budiman. This vision mooted in 2005 by the Malay 
Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee (MLCPRC), aims to 
provide the direction for Malay language education, with specific aims delineated, 
beginning from primary school before advancing to secondary school and the 
pre-university level (junior college). The vision of Arif Budiman, attempts to 
produce cultured and learned persons who can contribute to society through 
Malay language education in schools.  
 
By analyzing the primary objective of Arif Budiman mentioned above, it 
clearly implies that culture and language have been identified as the two main 
components in Malay language education. This study hopes to look into the 
limitations of the vision of Arif Budiman by analyzing two factors that have 
impacted this vision; narrow definition of culture and the lack of critical 
approach towards the understanding of culture.  
 
The significance of this study is to analyze and highlight the manner in 
which the 2 factors have hindered the vision of Arif Budiman from achieving its 
aim. As mentioned earlier, the primary aim is to produce a learned man who can 
contribute to society. These 2 factors that will be discussed in this study would 
highlight the relationship between culture and language and how they are 
intertwined. 
 
 In this study, we will examine the nature of Mother Tongue Language 
(MTL) education in schools in our attempt to discuss how Malay language 
education in schools perpetuates a certain kind of understanding towards Malay 






By focusing on the vision of Arif Budiman, this study seeks to illustrate 
how 3 issues arising from the 2 factors mentioned; a narrow definition of culture 
and a lack of critical approach towards the understanding of culture, have 
impacted the vision of Arif Budiman. The first factor; a narrow definition of 
culture will be discussed through the issue of sebutan baku advocacy as well as the 
representation of culture in Malay language school textbook, while the second 
factor; lack of critical approach towards the understanding of culture will be 
discussed on its own. 
 
In our attempt to study the impact these 3 issues have on the vision of 
Arif Budiman, it is important to be acquainted with the language landscape in 
Singapore, especially the bilingual education Mother Tongue Language (MTL) 
policies. The primary concern of teaching MTL in schools is to enhance the 
effectiveness of teaching these languages as a second language in a bilingual 
environment and to meet the learning needs of students. 
 
 Hence, our discussion on the 3 issues will show how dominant ideas on 
language and culture have contributed to the type of Malay language education. 
In summary, this study would also show how these issues contribute to the 
manner in which Malay language education has been crafted as well as the 
impacts that these issues have on the vision of Arif Budiman, as the community 














“In a changing society like ours only an education for 
change can help. The latter consists in an undogmatic 
training of the mind, which enables the person not to be 
driven by the current of changing events but to rise above 
them…There must be an informed mind which can 
discriminate between those genuine elements in the tradition 
which are still alive and make for emotional stability, and 
those human attitudes and institutions on the other side 
which decay because they have lost function and meaning in 
a changed society. It is our ignorance of the dehumanizing 
effects of industrial civilization upon the mind which allows 
the growth of that void into which the witch-doctors of 










This study is an inquiry into the vision of Arif Budiman that was mooted in 2005 
as part of the suggestions proposed after a review was conducted for Malay language 
education in Singapore. This vision aims to produce cultured and learned persons who 
can meaningfully contribute to society. By analyzing this primary objective of Arif 
Budiman, this study has identified culture and language as the two main components in 
the current Malay language education. By exploring two main factors that have 
contributed to the problem with the vision of Arif Budiman; 1) narrow definition of 
culture, we will be able to identify the issues that affect the realization of the vision in 
producing individuals who are knowledgeable and well informed in Malay language and 
culture, and at the same time contribute to the future development of these two 
components; language and culture, and 2) the lack of critical approach towards the 
understanding of culture, by looking at the dominant orientations of culture that 
permeate within the Malay society. This study will argue that the development of Arif 
Budiman in Malay language education cannot be achieved without a strong awareness of 
the pitfalls of these orientations and understandings of culture. Two issues selected in 
this study to delineate the first factor are; (i) the sebutan baku advocacy and (ii) the 
representation of culture in Malay language school textbook. As for the second factor, 
the lack of critical consciousness in understanding dominant orientations of culture, we 
will highlight three dominant orientations, (i) feudal-nationalist attachment, (ii) Islamic 
inclination, and (iii) Eurocentric-Orientalist paradigm. 
 
In this study, we will explore the following; a) what is the prevalent 
understanding towards language and culture in Singapore, especially in the field of 
education, b) how is the notion of culture delineated in Malay language education, c) 
what is the purpose of the vision of Arif Budiman in Malay language education, d) what 
are the possible obstacles faced by the vision of Arif Budiman Malay language education 
and e) what are the possible alternatives in further developing Singapore’s Malay 
language education. It is hoped that this study is useful in providing insights into the 
vision of Arif Budiman and how the overarching understanding of culture impacts the 
vision of Arif Budiman.  
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In our attempt to deliberate on Malay language education, it is vital that we 
understand the educational landscape in Singapore. The Malay language education does 
not exist in isolation and is affected by the many and frequent changes in the national 
education system. This is inevitable as the education system is expected to respond to the 
changing times and the pressing need to prepare the younger generation to face future 
challenges and at the same time, ensuring that the education curriculum remains relevant. 
The Malay language education is crafted to meet these objectives and to attain the aims 
delineated by the bilingual education policy in Singapore.  
 
The bilingual education policy delineates the purpose and function of language in 
Singapore, implying that language policy is borne out of a pragmatic need to operate in 
the global economy; by emphasizing on the use of English language while preserving the 
vernacular languages to safe keep the ‘Asian’ values of our respective cultures. By 
reviewing critically the notion of culture as described in Mother Tongue Language (MTL) 
policy, it is important to study the challenges faced by the vision of Arif Budiman. By 
analyzing the approach adopted in the understanding of culture as subscribed by the 
elites and prescribed to the people as well as the representation of culture in the Malay 
language education, we can unravel how Malay language and culture have been 
interpreted and taught in schools.  
 
This study will discuss briefly the development of Malay language education in 
Singapore1, in order to better comprehend the present state of Malay language as well as 
the kind of Malay language education enforced in schools, before arriving at the 
implementation of Arif Budiman. Two key issues that are pivotal to the development of 
Malay Language will be delineated substantively to illustrate how they are significant in 
the formulation of the vision of Arif Budiman. The first issue is; 1) the implementation of 
the bilingual education policy, where its beginnings can be traced to the 1956 report by 
the All-Party Committee of the Legislative Assembly on Chinese Education. This report 
is pivotal in charting the bilingual education policy. Thus, analyzing this report will clearly 
depict the change in language policy in Singapore, as well as the beginning of the Mother 
                                                        
1 This issue has been discussed by many, for instance, Kamsiah Abdullah, Pendidikan Bahasa 
Melayu di Singapura (2010), Pendidikan Bahasa Melayu di Singapura (2010), Rangkai Penelitian: Bahasa 
dan Pemikiran (2002); and Nirmala Puru Shotam, Negotiating Language, Constructing Race: Disciplining 
Difference in Singapore (1998). 
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Tongue Language (MTL) 2  policy that is still being implemented in Singapore. The 
second issue will focus on the changes that took place in Malay language education after 
the implementation of the bilingual education policy, focusing on the period after the 
year 2000, five years before the vision of Arif Budiman was proposed. 
 
 
Bilingual Education Policy 
 
Although Singapore is widely hailed as an educational success story, the bilingual 
education policy, that is regarded as the cornerstone of Singapore’s education system, is 
one of the most debated3 issue. One of the aspirations of the political elites4 is to “extend 
the policy of multi-racialism, multi-lingualism and multi-culturalism to all aspects of life 
in the state.”5 Lately, Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew has set up a bilingual fund, also                                                         2 Mother Tongue Languages refer to the three main languages, Chinese, Malay & Tamil language 
as stated in the bilingual policy. However, it is important to note the status of vernacular 
languages in the education system. This has impacted the status of Malay language as a national 
language. 
 
“While the bilingual policy is important, language ability is not the main criterion for placement 
of our students in the different educational tracks. The teaching of the mother tongue is primarily 
for the purpose of cultural transmission and preservation of the languages of the different 
communities that make up Singapore. English, Mathematics and Science are given great emphasis 
in all the streams. For those who are gifted in languages or are particularly interested in studying 
languages, they can enrol in a Language Elective Programme or study a third language at the "O’ 
or "A" levels.” See Speech by Aline Wong, then Senior Minister of State For Education, 9 April 
1994. Refer to http://stars.nhb.gov.sg/stars/public/. Accessed on 24 November 2000.  
3 The Straits Times, 7 December 1953. Debate on Bi-Lingual Education.  
This report mentions that the Singapore Legislative Council was asked to debate on a 
Government proposal to introduce bi-lingual education in all vernacular schools in the Colony. It 
also mentions that, “The proposal is aimed at achieving a homogeneous community and 
equipping students with the means of earning a good living.” On the other hand, “The aim of the 
bilingual policy is to turn out good citizens of Singapore and Malays who would have a sound 
working knowledge of both English and their own language.” 
 
In recent years, Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew has openly commented against the bilingual 
system that he had supported. “But now I believe it’s only possible for the exceptionally able and 
the very determined. If you spend half-and-half of your capacity on two languages, it’s likely you 
won’t master either.” Refer to The Straits Times, 24 June 2004. 
 
4 In this study, the term ‘elites’ refers to those who hold key positions in politics, organizations 
and have a strong influence and authority in society. This includes the cultural elites, curriculum 
planners, members of literary groups and religious leaders. 
 
5 The Straits Times, 15 February 1966. Lee’s pledge to extend multi-racial policy to all aspects of life. 
See also Speech by Aline Wong, then Senior Minister of State For Education, 9 April 1994.  
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known as the Lee Kuan Yew Fund for Bilingualism, to supplement efforts by the 
government in the teaching and learning of MTL.6 
 
In our discussion of the bilingual education policy, it is important to be familiar 
with the education system in Singapore. The education system in Singapore aims to 
equip students with the different skills and provide a platform of opportunities for them 
to develop character, instill values as well as to allow students to realize their potential so 
that they can continue to do well and bring Singapore to greater heights7. The broad-
based education is believed to provide students with a wide spectrum of choices, be it 
academically or areas of interests outside the classroom. The broad-based education 
would enable students to take on greater ownership of their learning, more autonomy in 
pursuing their niche areas and thus, ensuring a holistic development is in place, giving 
                                                                                                                                                              
“[O]utline the emphasis on multiracialism and meritocracy as two fundamental principles for 
government policies; and show how education has an important purpose and role in upholding 
these principles and promoting national cohesion.”  
Refer to http://stars.nhb.gov.sg/stars/public/. Accessed on 24 November 2000. 
 
6 Statements issued from Office of Mr Lee Kuan Yew have mentioned that, “bilingual education 
is the cornerstone of Singapore's education system, and that learning two languages helps 
Singaporeans plug into a globalised world, while strengthening links to their Asian heritage. 
English will be the master language for everyone. It is inevitable. Even the Prime Minister, who 
has spent 12 years in the old Chinese school system, has English as his master language because 
that is our working language. But he has no difficulty in brushing up his Chinese and speaking 
fluently" shows the continuous efforts made to ensure the implementation of the bilingual 
system to this date. 
Refer to http://www.channelnewsasia.com/stories/singaporelocalnews/view/1174044/1/.html. 
Accessed on 21 April 2012. 
 
7 The education system is of vital importance in the pursuit of excellence and progress as ‘elites’; 
referring to the ones who are selected to helm the leadership in many government institutions 
and ministries are responsible for the success and development of the nation, are chosen based 
on a number of criterias including academic performance and co-curricular activities (CCA) 
records in school. This is based on the notion of meritocracy that has been the legitimizing basis 
of the Singapore political system. 
 
“In the Singaporean ideal of technocracy, the professionally trained “elite” is mostly recruited 
into the Administrative Service (AS) of the civil service, into the leading ranks of the military, or 
into the leadership of a Government-Linked Company by a ruthless winnowing process called 
“meritocracy”, which judges candidates by academic performance, balanced to some extent by a 
consideration of a student’s Co-Curricular Activities (CCA) record…The ideal specimen in this 
conception of elite is…a proactive, courageous, politically-savvy problem solver who can lead 
people…”  
See Michael D. Barr, Beyond Technocracy: The Culture of Elite Governance in Lee Hsien Loong’s Singapore. 
(Brisbane: Griffith Asia Institute, Griffith University, 2005). 
 
 5 
them the advantage as they set out on their chosen path, with the ability to face future 
challenges.  
 
As such, it is imperative to delineate the bilingual education policy 8  that 
Singapore has adopted and to show how this policy has affected Malay language 
education in schools. The formulation of this policy portrays the function of language 
not only as a communication tool but portraying language as a key factor in the pursuit 
of progress as well as in nation building. Being a multi-racial society9, Singapore has 
embraced a bilingual education policy to meet the demands of the competitive market as 
well as to retain its traditions and roots10, with an attempt to ‘protect’ her people from 
the negative influence of the West11. Many around the world have hailed this as an 
educational success story.                                                         
8 In the context of Singapore, a bilingual education policy means that English takes on as first 
language (L1) and the ‘mother tongue’ (usually the language spoken by the primary caregiver) is 
considered the second language. This will be explained further in this paper. 
 
9 The demographics of Singapore: Chinese form 75.2%, Malays form 13.6%, Indians form 8.8%, 
while Eurasians and other groups form 2.4%. See Singapore Census 2000. 
 
10  In the case of Singapore, the government sees the need to inculcate values that can be 
transmitted via the different ethnic groups. One way to ensure that traditions are not lost as the 
country develops is to ensure the ethnic languages remain important and are taught in schools. 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, language is the carrier of ideas and it speaks the culture of the 
community.  
 
See Viniti Vaish, S.Gopinathan & Yongbing Liu, Language, Capital, Culture: Critical Studies and 
Education in Singapore. (Rotterdam, the Netherlands: Sense Publishers, 2007).  
“Striving for autonomous statehood, Singapore’s policymakers were no different in their 
ambition from other education planners in aspiring for symmetry between cultural and linguistic 
character of the population and its education system, and desiring that education inculcate local 
values and use local languages.”, p. 14. 
 
11 There seem to be a perceived attitude towards the learning of English and the need for cultural 
ballast. In this case, the bilingual policy seems to imply that although English is important, the 
learning of English that is a western language would also reflect certain Western culture and also 
decadent Western values. 
 
See S.Gopinathan, Anne Pakir, Ho Wah Kam & Vanithamani Saravanan (eds), Language, Society 
and Education is Singapore: Issues and Trends. (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1998). 
“The rationale for learning ‘mother tongue’ more correctly, ethnic mother tongue since it is 
designated on the basis of ethnicity, offered by the government was that it would give pupils an 
anchor in the ethnic and cultural traditions, thus avoiding the excesses of westernization and 
hopefully preventing deculturalization.”, p. 67. 
 
In other words, a ‘deculturalized’ individual would give rise to problems as he will be rooted-less 
and would be a ‘threat’ with regard to economic development and political stability. This is 
especially so because he is not embedded in the Asian values and his ethnic culture. Here we see 
 6 
“Singapore's bilingual policy has served us well. Knowing MTL helps to 
centre us as an Asian society and retain our Asian roots and values, and gives 
our people an edge in the global economy. Singapore parents value MTL and 
want their children to be bilingual. We must do our utmost to maintain our 
linguistic heritage and advantage.”12                                                                                                                                                               
how the government has implemented a strategy with regard to the inculcation of tradition and 
values that are believed would have impacted nation building and development, via the language 
education in schools. As Russell highlights the “power of education in forming character and 
opinion is very great and very generally recognized…the genuine beliefs, though not usually the 
professed precepts, of parents and teachers are almost unconsciously acquired by most children; 
even if they depart from these beliefs in later life, something of them remains deeply 
implanted…” Refer to Bertrand Russell, Principles of Social Reconstruction. (London: Unwin 
Paperback, 1980), p. 100.  
 
12 Refer to Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s reply to Dr Ng Eng Hen on 17 January 2011. See 
http://www.pmo.gov.sg/content/pmosite/mediacentre/inthenews/primeminister/2011/Januar
y/What_the_MTL_review_aims_to_achieve.html. Accessed on 10 August 2011. 
 
Asian roots are not specifically defined or explained in the policy. However, we derived several 
insights based on the articulations made by several ministers. 
 
“Are they Asian? Are they Confucian? What should matter to us is whether they have worked; 
whether these values hold our families together and make them into strong and wholesome 
institutions full of love and security…Values cannot be neatly compartmentalized into rigid 
boxes...Some values, such as respect for human life and honesty, are universally accepted and are 
timeless…Others such as filial piety and respect for elders have a distinctly Asian flavor. But 
even among the different Asian cultures and ethnic groups, the meaning of these values may 
vary.” See Speech by Abdullah Tarmugi, then Acting Minister for Community Development, 9 
April 1994. Refer to http://stars.nhb.gov.sg/stars/public/. Accessed on 22 December 2011. 
 
Unfortunately, some speeches appear vague in its definition of Asian values and thus, do not 
delineate the notion of Asian values.  
 
“The tides are changing. We should therefore promote Asian cultures and values with confidence 
and with optimism in the future. We must not do it with self-doubt or with pessimism. If we 
have an inferiority complex, we will over-compensate and become extreme. We will become 
petty and narrow-minded…East and West should learn from each other…From a historical 
perspective, that we really seek is a synthesis which will raise us to a higher level of human 
civilization. We must not forget the words of Confucius: Within the Four Seas, all men are 
brothers.  
See speech by George Yeo, then Acting Minister for Information and the Arts, 20 December 
1990. Refer to http://stars.nhb.gov.sg/stars/public/. Accessed on 22 December 2011. 
 
Here, we can conclude that the utterances of the term Asian values may have an ideological 
purpose to ensure the bilingual policy appeals to the public, especially one that is multi-racial and 
multi-cultural as Singapore and at the same time address the possibility of the different ethnic 
groups insisting on more ethnic rights and space for culture, including language. The possible 
demands may be seen as impediments in the progress of the nation as the dominant ruling group 
has identified the need for an English medium and the importance of a unified nation. 
 
“If in the four different languages of instruction we teach our children four different standards of 
right and wrong, four different ideal patterns of behavior, then we will produce four different 
 7 
The 1956 Report of the All-Party Committee of the Singapore Legislative 
Assembly on Chinese Education13 has initiated the beginning of Singapore’s language 
policy, as it is believed that English language would enhance the economic standing of 
Singapore in the global market, as well as narrowing areas of opportunities for 
contention and contestation.14 The report also states that the language policy would also 
assist in economic and social cohesion purposes. As such, Singapore acknowledges four 
official languages, as it is believed that equal treatment has to be given to all languages, 
although Malay remains as the national language. This implies that a common language is 
seen as a powerful instrument in unifying a diverse population. However, a more 
pragmatic approach would be to place a considerable importance on the ethnic languages 
so that Singaporeans do not lose their ethnic identity. This common language would also 
facilitate participation from all pockets of society. 
 
                                                                                                                                                              
groups of people and there will be no integrated coherent society.” See speech by Lee Kuan Yew, 
then Prime Minister and the Arts, 8 December 1959.  
Refer to http://stars.nhb.gov.sg/stars/public/. Accessed on 22 December 2011. 
 
“[T]he Singapore government’s constant reminder to its citizens not to lose their cultural heritage 
or traditional values is not just a reaction to the perceived encroachment of western values and 
lifestyles, but also a reminder that, given our multicultural makeup, there is no single set of Asian 
values for adoption. Rather, each community must find its own anchorage in its own culture and 
traditions. The fact is, preservation of cultural values and traditions is very much in accordance 
with the model of a multiracial society. Here I would not want to veer off into a debate with 
advocates of a "unitary" or "unifying" Singapore culture, or what form this should take.” See 
Speech by Aline Wong, then Senior Minister of State For Education, 9 April 1994. Refer to 
http://stars.nhb.gov.sg/stars/public/. Accessed on 24 November 2000. 
 
 
13  “In 1956, the All-Party Committee of the Singapore Legislative Assembly on Chinese 
Education report inaugurated Singapore’s basic strategy of “equal treatment” for its constituent 
language communities.”  
See Viniti Vaish, S.Gopinathan & Yongbing Liu, Language, Capital, Culture: Critical Studies and 
Education in Singapore, p. 5. 
 
“The report recommended equal treatment for English, Chinese, Malay and Tamil, all to be 
designated official languages and which were to be taught in the schools.” See also S.Gopinathan, 
Anne Pakir, Ho Wah Kam & Vanithamani Saravanan (eds), Language, Society and Education is 
Singapore: Issues and Trends, p. 66. 
 
14 Here, it is important to note that the drive to link schooling to the occupational structure is not 
a new phenomenon, where one is assessed through the system of meritocracy. 
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With Malay language elevated as Singapore’s national language15, the status of the 
language seems more significantly important in the country. One of the effects of its 
status elevation to national language is that from 1959, all government-employed 
teachers need to pass Standard 1 of the National Language Examination. From 1960, 
there were three levels of the same examinations that are opened for teachers and the 
public. The Malay-streamed classes were started in Monk’s Hill, Kallang, Serangoon and 
Geylang Handicraft Centre and in 1961; classes were started in secondary schools such as 
Sang Nila Utama, Tun Seri Lanang and Ahmad Ibrahim.  
 
However, with the implementation of the bilingual education policy, vernacular 
schools are undeniably affected.16 More parents chose to send their children to English-                                                        
15  Symbols of Singapore’s sovereignty such as the national anthem and national motto (as 
depicted in the national coat of arms) also shows Malay origins. 
 
16 On this note, it is also important to understand the background of Chinese-streamed schools. 
From the very start, these schools were set up through community’s or individuals’ contributions, 
donations and self-help groups as British did not set up schools for other races except the 
Malays. There were contestations between the Chinese-streamed schools and the English-
streamed schools. In early 20th century, the radical social and political change in China has 
affected the Chinese-streamed schools. There were reports of students organizing political 
activities such as anti-Japanese ones.  After World War II, the contestation between the Chinese-
streamed and government schools heated up. This is due to the support given to government and 
Malay-streamed schools. The Chinese community, especially the Chinese-educated feels that 
British discriminated against them although the Chinese forms the majority of taxpayers.  
 
See also Tim Harper, Lim Shin Siong and the Singapore Story; in Comet in Our Sky: Lim Chin Siong in 
History, Tan Jin Quee & K.S Jomo, eds., (Kuala Lumpur: INSAN, 2001) and Wong Ting-Hong, 
Hegemonies Compared: State Formation and Chinese School Politics in Postwar Singapore and Hong Kong. 
(New York: Routledge Falmer, 2002). 
 
Another factor that causes the uneasiness among the Chinese community is the political and 
educational development in Malaya. The Barnes Report 1951, Razak Report 1956 and Rahman 
Talib report 1961 had all suggested the setting up of national schools and the use of two official 
languages; English and Malaya. This has caused the Chinese to feel that their language and 
culture is at risk. See Aidil Subhan Bin Mohamed Sulor, 50 Tahun Perancangan Bahasa Melayu 
Dalam Pendidikan in Seminar Bahasa dan Sastra, 7-8 Maret 2005. 
 
From the implementation of the bilingual policy, we see a kind of negotiation between the 
government and the Chinese community in order to select a common language, especially the 
Chinese-educated as they have always been one of the ‘opposition’ party that could affect the 
position of the ruling class. Shotam mentions “The most critical political argument for keeping 
the mother tongue alive has been the alleviation of the problem of the Chinese-educated. This 
group had always been one of the most formidable opponents of the presently ruling elite. At the 
same time, the internal divisions between the Chinese educated and the English-educated 
Chinese had to be eased, if not eliminated… In the context of the past, the formidable fences 
between the Chinese-educated and the English-educated burned with flames that spread chaos. 
The only way out was to build a gate into fence such that the theme of conflicting language 
loyalties between the Chinese-educated and the English-educated Chinese could lose its potency. 
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streamed schools as the importance on being bilingually educated increases, especially 
when it affects one’s socio-economic capacity. From here on, we will study the 
formulation of the bilingual education policy, its aims and how language is of importance 
in a young nation’s development. 
 
The bilingual education policy was first adopted in 1966 to promote English17 as 
the neutral lingua franca among diverse ethnic groups and to facilitate Singapore’s 
integration into the world economy. This policy aims to make Singapore cosmopolitan 
like any modern city in the world, but yet remained rooted to its Asian values and 
tradition. The need to preserve one’s self-identity is regarded as important as the MTL18 
provide us with the cultural heritage, unique to Singapore’s multiracial and multilingual 
society. As Lee Hsien Loong, then Deputy Prime Minister mentioned in Parliament, “the 
Government’s long-standing policy on bilingualism and learning of mother tongues in 
schools remains unchanged. English is and will remain our common working language. It 
is the language of global business, commerce and technology. But the mother tongue 
gives us a crucial part of our values, roots and identity19. It gives us direct access to our 
cultural heritage, and a world-view that complements the perspective of the English-
speaking world.”20 
 
                                                                                                                                                              
The dissemination of English to the former and Mandarin to the latter has achieved this in no 
small measure…There can be little doubt that the political meaning of Singapore bilingualism 
was a necessary and effective one.” See Nirmala Puru Shotam, The Social Negotiation of Language in 
the Singaporean Everyday Life World, (1987), p. 515. 
 
17 Tham Seong Chee also mentions “fundamentally, the importance of English as perceived both 
as a neutral medium in multi-lingual Singapore and as the key language of education, trade and 
international relations will ensure its continuing status and acceptance.” See Tham Seong Chee, 
Multilingualism in Singapore: two Decades of Development. (Singapore: Census of Population, 1990. 
Monograph No. 6). 
 
18 The Mother Tongue Language (MTL) policy requires all students who are Singaporean or 
Singapore Permanent Residents to study their respective official MTL: Chinese, Malay and Tamil. 
Refer to www.moe.gov.sg. Accessed on 17 February 2012. 
 
19  “One abiding reason why we have to persist in bilingualism is that English will not be 
emotionally acceptable as our mother tongue. To have no emotionally acceptable language as our 
mother tongue is to be emotionally crippled.” See Speak Mandarin Campaign Launching Speeches, 
1989. 
 




 The need for a bilingual education system is also justified with the need to bring 
down the walls that separates the different ethnic groups. Furthermore, it is believed that 
the acquisition of the English language would increase the opportunities of finding a job. 
The bilingual education policy thus, becomes one of the key policies for racial integration 
and is borne out of pragmatic need to operate in global economy by using English 
Language, while maintaining the ethnic languages and Asian values.  
 
“… if we were monolingual in our mother tongues, we would not make a 
living.  Becoming monolingual in English would have been a setback. We 
and our place in the world.”21  
 
The bilingual education policy places English as the main medium of instruction. 
This is believed to raise Singaporeans' proficiency in English language and thus help 
them gain an advantage in the globalised economy as English language was assumed to 
be crucial to Singapore’s economic survival22. English is also positioned as an ethnically 
neutral language, and thus enlarges the common spaces shared by the different ethnic 
groups. The mother tongue is compulsory, and is positioned as a vehicle for values and 
cultural identities. With the expected rise of Asia as an economic superpower, the 
rationale for the learning of MTL began to include the notion of economic value.  
 
“Requiring all students to study their mother tongue has provided a cultural 
ballast that helped them retain an Asian identity. In addition, it has helped 
position Singapore as the Asian hub to connect growing regions of Asean, 
India and China to the rest of the World. As a result of our multi-cultural, 
multi-lingual society, people from all cultures feel comfortable in 
Singapore.”23                                                         
21 Lee Kuan Yew, 2000. 
 
22 See Viniti Vaish, S.Gopinathan & Yongbing Liu, Language, Capital, Culture: Critical Studies and 
Education in Singapore, p. 15. 
“Our bilingual policy in education remains a key social and economic imperative for Singapore, 
as relevant now as it has been in the last few decades. Proficiency in the English Language has 
given Singaporeans a key advantage in a globalised economy. It gives us relevance to global 
companies and keeps us at the intersections of global trade and investment. It creates good jobs 
for Singaporeans. (Tharman Shanmugaratnam, 2002)”. 
 
23 Refer to http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/speeches/2009/11/10/speech-by-dr-ng-eng-hen-at-
the-34.php. Ministry of Education. 
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As mentioned by then Minister of Education, Tony Tan, “our policy of 
bilingualism that each child should learn English and his mother tongue as fundamental 
feature of our education system… Children must learn English so that they will have a 
window to the knowledge, technology of the modern world. They must know their 
mother tongue to enable them to know what makes us that we are.”24 
 
In schools, English language is used as a medium of all content-area subjects, such 
as Mathematics, Science and Geography. Every student (unless they are exempted due to 
various reasons) would have to study the ‘official’ MTL in his or her course of study, 
starting from primary school education to junior college education. Although, MTL is 
taught to students, there are many instances where the selected MTL is not the student’s 
‘mother tongue’ or home language.25 For instance, Indian students who are Dravidian-
speaking would have to learn Tamil.26 Later, minority languages are introduced such as 
Hindi, Urdu, Punjabi and Gujarati for the non-Tamil speaking Indians. Here, one can 
argue that the MTL chosen will not do much justice to the preservation of culture and 
traditions as well as in inculcation of values as how it has been ideally thought of as part 
of the bilingual policy. 
 
                                                        
24 Tan Keng Yam, Tony, 1986a. “Parliamentary Speech, March 1986” in Yip Soon Kwong, John 
& Sim Wong Kooi (ed), Evolution of Education Excellence. (Singapore: Longman Publisher Ltd, 
1990).  
 
Wee also mentions that, “Consequently, by assigning English and the mother tongues to separate 
domains (technological and economic for English, cultural for the mother tongue), the state 
hopes to convince Singaporeans that both English and the mother tongue are equally important, 
since, so the argument goes, the former provide for one’s material needs but the latter provides 
for one’s socio-psychological well-being.” Refer to Lionel Wee, “The Semiotics of Language 
Ideologies in Singapore” in Journal of Sociolinguistics 10/3, 2006. p. 344-361. 
 
25 Refer to Pattanayak’s argument that states, “A mother tongue is the expression of the primary 
identity of a human being…the medium through which the child also establishes kinship with 
other children and with the adults around…anchoring the child to its culture…the loss of which 
results in the loss of rootedness in traditions and leads to intellectual impoverishment and 
emotional sterility.” See D.B. Pattayanak, Multilingualism and Multiculturalism: British and India. 
(London: University of London, Institute of Education, 1987). 
 
26 “Our Mother Tongue Language (MTL) policy requires all students who are Singaporeans or 
Singapore Permanent Residents to study their respective official MTL: Chinese, Malay and Tamil. 
A non-Tamil Indian may choose to offer as his/her MTL: (a) Tamil, or (b) a non-Tamil Indian 




However, Chinese students have to learn Mandarin 27  as their dialects are not 
included in the list of languages offered by MOE. Sociologist and anthropologist Tham 
Seong Chee mentions that, “in the case of the Chinese, there was a serious question of 
determining the appropriate medium for intra-communal discourse, a medium that 
would serve to unify the various dialect-based Chinese groups. In deciding on the 
promotion of mandarin, the literary medium, the government had argued on grounds 
that it is a medium of wider communication among people of Chinese descent 
throughout the world. Moreover, Chinese medium schools in Singapore had adopted 
Mandarin as kuo yu (national medium) which later was replaced by the term hua yu 
(Chinese)…Moreover as bi-lingualism spread, the promotion of Mandarin it was 
suggested, would reduce the burden of language learning.”28 
 
                                                        
27 The All-Party Committee 1956 argues that, “We have examined the possibilities of meeting the 
wishes of every community by making it possible for them to learn the different dialect of 
Chinese and also the different languages which are represented in the Indian continent, but we 
have come to the conclusion that this would really be impractical. We have therefore been forced 
to recommend that Mandarin should be the only language to be taught for all Chinese pupils as 
compulsory second language in English schools and Tamil for all children (or Hindi or whatever 
language the Indian community chooses) and Malay for all Malaysian races. In the case of 
Eurasians, since English is the mother tongue, the choice of the vernacular should be left to 
parents.” 
 
However, Joseph Lo Bianco mentioned that “…85% of Singapore’s children were taught in 
English and Mandarin, neither of which they spoke at home.” in Viniti Vaish, S. Gopinanthan, 
Yongbing Liu (eds.), Language, Capital, Culture: Critical Studies and Education in Singapore. 
 
Unfortunately the appeal to pragmatism has worked well as parents buy the idea that using 
dialects instead of Mandarin would out their children at a disadvantage as not making the switch 
would make it more difficult for their child to excel in school. This line of argument was brought 
up by the then Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew in his address during the promotion of the 
Mandarin campaign. 
 
“All Chinese parents face this choice for their children- English-Mandarin, or English-dialect. If 
they allow, or worse want, their children to speak dialects, then their children will find their work 
in school very burdensome. Therefore, actively encourage your child to speak Mandarin in lace 
of dialect…Let us face the problem and make our decision to use Mandarin, not dialect…This is 
the stark choice – English-Mandarin, or English-dialect. Logically, the decision is obvious. 
Emotionally, the choice is painful.” 
Refer to http://stars.nhb.gov.sg/stars/public/, Ministry of Culture. Lee Kuan Yew, Address by 
the Prime Minister Mr Lee Kuan Yew at the opening ceremony of the ‘Promote the Use of 
Mandarin Campaign’, 7 September, Singapore Conference Hall. Document No. lky19790907. 
Accessed on 15 September 2011. 
 
28 Refer to Tham Seong Chee, Multi-Lingualism in Singapore: Two Decades of Development, (Singapore: 
Department of Statistics, 1996). Census of Population, Monograph No. 6.   
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As such, it is understood that a student would be able to communicate in at least two 
languages when he/she leaves school. He/she would be competent and confident 
enough to use English language efficiently and appropriately in the outside world. The 
aim of the bilingual education policy is to ensure that while Singapore remains 
economically29 viable all over the world, Singaporeans need not lose their cultural values 
or identity. Here, language is seen as a “resource for economic advancement.” Lionel 
Wee mentions that, “…some years after the initiation of the Speak Mandarin Campaign, 
perhaps because it felt that this would further motivate Chinese Singaporeans, the state 
started arguing that Mandarin should be learnt not only for heritage purposes, but also 
for its great economic value given China’s developing economy.”30 This, on the other 
hand has compromised “the relationship of parity across the three official mother 
tongues”.  The argument that equal treatment and status be given to all mother tongue 
languages seems to be at stake now as mandarin is given a greater emphasis, especially 
with the nation-wide Speak Mandarin Campaign that was initiated in 1979.  
 
“The event focuses on a central piece of Singapore’s education system - 
bilingualism.   Bilingualism confers on us a special advantage, both as an 
economy and as a people.   The economic advantages are well known. But it                                                         
29 This has compromised “the relationship of parity across the three official mother tongues”.  
The argument that equal treatment and status be given to all mother tongue languages seems to 
be at stake now as mandarin is given a greater emphasis, especially with the nation-wide Speak 
Mandarin Campaign that was initiated in 1979.  
 
In addition, many slogans were crafted to urge the use of Mandarin; “Make Mandarin The 
Common Tongue of our Chinese Community” (1979); “Use mandarin, Less Dialects” (1980); 
“Let’s Speak Mandarin in Public Places” (1981); “Use Mandarin in Every Day Life”, “Let Us 
Speak Mandarin”, “Speak Mandarin in Your Workplace” (all in 1982); “Learn Mandarin, Speak 
Mandarin” (1984); “Mandarin is (for) Chinese” (1985); “Start with Mandarin, not Dialect” (1986); 
“Start with Mandarin, Speak It More Often” (1987); “Better” With More Mandarin. Less 
Dialect” (1988), on top of the attention given in mass media. Refer to Nirmala Srirekam 
Purushotam, Negotiating Multiculturalism: Disciplining Difference in Singapore. (New York: Mouton de 
Gruyter, 2000), p. 73. 
 
Furthermore, a press release by the Ministry of Education to explain the rationale of introducing 
the Bicultural Studies Program: Chinese (3 September 2004) supports this “economical claim”. It 
mentions that, “To engage China as it grows in importance, Singapore needs a core group of 
students who are not only highly competent in Chinese, but also have a strong understanding of 
China’s history, culture and contemporary development. Singapore needs to nurture a bicultural 
orientation amongst these students so that they can understand and engage China as well as relate 
to the West.” See Lionel Wee, “The Semiotics of Language Ideologies in Singapore” in Journal of 
Sociolinguistics 10/3, 2006. p. 344-361. 
 
30 See Lionel Wee, “The Semiotics of Language Ideologies in Singapore” in Journal of Sociolinguistics 
10/3, 2006. p. 344-361. 
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is not just functional competency in a language that we aim to achieve. 
Bilingualism allows us to retain our distinctiveness as a people - our sense of 
identity and pride in who we are.   Bilingualism will help us keep our 
competitive edge, as well as help us remain cohesive and confident as a 
society.”31 
 
The bilingual education policy is made compulsory through the centralized 
education system and promotes the wider use of English. This has a direct impact on the 
status of Malay language in Singapore. The position of Malay language slowly dwindled 
down as English language is elevated as main language of communication for pragmatic 
reasons32 post-independence. The change in status and role of Malay language caused 
ripple effects on the formulation of Malay language education in schools. 
 
“We did not start with a bilingual policy. We made the study of English 
compulsory to help our people acquire a lingua franca, to enable Singapore 
to connect to the world, and get onto the path of export-oriented 
industrialization. We also decided that a Mother Tongue language was 
necessary for our people as a form of ‘cultural ballast’. The policy of 
bilingualism was implemented in 1966, before the word ‘globalization’ 
became commonplace. It remains a key feature in our system today — all 
students study English Language and their Mother Tongue Language from 
Grade One. 50% of our curriculum time is devoted to language learning in 
the first few years of formal education.”33  
                                                         
31 Refer to http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/speeches/2005/sp20050827.htm.  Accessed on 27 
August 2012. 
 
32 Read S.Gopinathan, Anne Pakir, Ho Wah Kam & Vanithamani Saravanan (eds), Language, 
Society and Education is Singapore: Issues and Trends.  
“As the language of the colonial government, English has been retained as the administrative 
language in independent Singapore. Moreover, its perceived importance for, and actual use, in 
higher education, international trade, and modern industry and technology have strengthened 
over the years…The government deems an expansion of the proficient use of English necessary 
for the continued growth of the economy. It is obvious that English is of instrumental value both 
from societal perspective of economic growth, and from the individual perspectives of social 
mobility and economic gain (Kuo 1985b).”, p. 29.  
 
33 Refer to http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/speeches/2010/09/14/keynote-address-by-minister-
at-international-education-summit.php. Ministry of Education. Accessed on 25 August 2011. 
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 Although Malay language retains its status as the national language, its usage as a 
national language remains very much symbolic; used for ceremonial purposes such as 
giving of commands in military training and in certain events like the National Day 
Parade and when used in schools, it is only taught only during MTL lessons. Very much 
so, the Malay language takes on the role like the other MTL where it acts as cultural 
ballast.  
 
 “Besides becoming the national language, Malay language is vital in 
expressing thoughts and culture of the community. Malay language is able to 
form linkages in the society through times. As such, the continuity of the 
language usage is crucial in preserving the community’s identity.”34  
 
 Therefore, it can be concluded that the bilingual education policy has met its 
objective of rendering equal treatment to all languages as Malay language now serves the 
same purpose as the other MTL. Malay language is seen as a vehicle to promote ethnic 
values and heritage to the younger generation.  
 
 “As we unravel the history of the bilingual policy, this is the main objective. 
Here in Singapore, we are called upon to use English at work for survival’s 
sake but at the same time, we are strongly encouraged to up keep our mother 
tongue for the sake of our identity and to strengthen our culture.”35  
 
However, one may argue that equal treatment does not truly exist with regard to 
the MTL. Here, one can study the existence of SAP (Special Assistance Plan) schools in 
Singapore.36 Although, it was mentioned that Singaporeans would have the opportunity                                                         
34  Curriculum Planning and Development Division, Ministry of Education. Sukatan Pelajaran 
Sekolah Rendah 2008. (Ministry of Education, 2007), p. 5. 
“Selain menjadi bahasa kebangsaan, bahasa Melayu juga merupakan bahasa penting bagi 
menyalurkan pemikiran dan budaya. Bahasa Melayu berupaya menjalin ikatan masyarakat 
sepanjang zaman. Oleh yang demikian, kesinambungan penggunaan bahasa penting bagi 
mengekalkan jati diri masyarakat.” 
 
35 Berita Harian, 19 November 2005, “Jika Kita Masih Melayu…”. 
 “Apabila disusur sejarah dasar dwibahasa, itulah tujuan sebenarnya. Kita di Singapura diseru 
menggunakan bahasa kerja Inggeris demi penakatan, tetapi digesa memelihara bahasa ibunda 
demi jati diri atau memantapkan budaya kita.” 
 
36 The Ministry of Education started the SAP scheme in 1979, “specifically to preserve a few 
Chinese-medium secondary schools. It was planned that traditional values would be taught in a 
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to study this language at a higher level, the SAP schools cater only to the Mandarin-
speaking group. There is no SAP school offering the same program in Malay or Tamil. In 
fact, the reason given was there is a small number requesting for such schools.37 The 
contestation against SAP schools includes the ‘biased’ treatment by the ministry that 
includes ensuring better teachers and more funds are allocated to SAP schools, implying 
that there is a differentiated class in society as well as the sustainability of Chinese 
cultural elites strongly supported and initiated by the government.38 
 
                                                                                                                                                              
Chinese school environment while maintaining a standard of English as high as that of English-
medium school.” Refer to The Straits Times, 10 September 1981, “Color To Tell About SAP 
Schools”. 
 
“The switch by Nanyang University in 1977 of its language of instruction and examination to 
English raised the issues of preserving the best schools in the Chinese-stream and raising the 
standard of English and Chinese stream schools. The Ministry of Education did not respond 
quickly to these issues until a directive was sent to them by the Prime Minister’s office in August 
1978. Three months later, a Special Assistance Plan (SAP) was then publicly announced on 30 
November 1978.” Refer to Goh Report 1979. 
 
37 The criteria for this opportunity to be given to minority groups in 1966 is as follows, “If a 
person want to go to school or university, he can. If he wants to have higher learning in Tamil, 
for instance, he can… We can start a Tamil studies department in the University of Singapore, 
but first we have to find out the number of people wishing to study it. If we have enough people, 
we can start this department.”  
Refer to The Straits Times, 15 February 1966. “Lee’s pledge to extend multi-racial policy to all 
aspects of life.” 
 
Another report on presenting the views on whether the ministry will provide a SAP school for 
the Malay community is that there will be no objection if the Malay community wishes to set up 
one but it is said that “there is already the Malay Language Enrichment Plan for enrichment in 
Malay language and culture…DPM Lee said the best way to produce top Malay students was to 
integrate them into national schools and “stretch their ability”. We will not object. Go ahead, but 
think very carefully because actually what you need is to have top Malay students educated 
together and competing against top Chinese and Indian students.  
 
It’s a sentiment Malay leaders agree with. The mayor of North-East CDC, Mr Zainul Abidin 
Rashid mentions, “A SAP school is not the solution to meeting our needs. We would rather have 
students be in the mainstream rather than have 97 per cent of them Malays.” Refer to Today, 24 
November 2003. “SAP school for Malays: Integration into National Schools Best Way to 
Produce Top Students.”  
38 “SAP to stay but school system will be improved: PM Goh.” In fact, special advantages have 
been given to these schools such as good teaching-learning facilities which are better that those 
in most other secondary schools, more good and experienced teachers. It was mentioned that, 
“The ministry has been consciously sending better teachers to the nine schools, which are 
Anglican High, Catholic High. Chinese High, Chung Cheng High (Main), Dunman High, Maris 
Stella High, Nanyang Girls’ High. River Valley High and St Nicholas Girls’ High.”  
Refer to The Straits Times, 10 September 1981, “Color To Tell About SAP Schools”. 
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In addition, if MTL is implemented in school to contribute in nation building, the 
SAP school initiative contradicts this aim as there is a certain level of exclusiveness given 
to Chinese language, and this means that the majority, if not all, of the students enrolled 
in these schools come from one ethnic group. 39  There is hardly any platform or 
opportunity to interact and learn about the culture of the other ethnic groups in real 
context and day-to-day situations. 
 
There is a genuine concern that the Chinese community is not speaking enough 
Mandarin. In a report, Lee Kuan Yew said “…Chinese Singaporeans who gave up 
Chinese were losing "something very valuable", and would also not be able to take 
advantage of a rising China and its attractive market of 1.3 billion people.” Hence, this 
implies that Mandarin is of greater importance in spite of the equal status stated in the 
bilingual policy as it is seen to have a higher economical value.40   
 As mentioned by the then-Deputy Prime Minister, Lee Hsien Loong, “I am 
relieved with this issue. Learning our mother tongue can help Singaporeans to 
comprehend and deepen the understanding of our identity, culture and heritage, and also 
helps to strengthen our confidences as one community.”41  
 
                                                        
39 SAP schools have been in the limelight as there are claims that the mainly Chinese students of 
SAP schools tend to be out of touch with the other races. However, SAP schools have been 
described as “very valuable”. The main objective of SAP schools is to teach Chinese cultural 
values.  
Refer to Today (afternoon edition), 4 February 2002.   
40  Refer to Yahoo!Newsroom, http://sg.news.yahoo.com/lee-kuan-yew--mistake-to-lose-
mandarin-at-home-.html, “Lee Kuan Yew: Mistake to lose Mandarin at home”. Saturday, 8 October 
2011. Accessed on 8 October 2011.  
41 Berita Harian, 3 Julai 2004. “Ganda Usaha Hidupkan Bahasa Ibunda”.  
“Saya amat berbesar hati dengan perkara ini. Mempelajari bahasa ibunda dapat membantu rakyat 
Singapura memahami dan mendalami warisan, budaya dan jati diri serta mengukuhkan lagi 
keyakinan kita sebagai satu masyarakat.” 
 
However, on this note it is important to note that the separation of Singapore from Malaya in 
1965 has adverse effects on the Malay language. Several educational institutions and language and 
literature individuals, groups and organizations moved to the new capital in Malaya. As a result, 
the Malay-speaking community in Singapore has to take on the task of maintaining the relevance 
of the language, its development as well as its future in face of globalization and uncertain 




Yaacob Ibrahim, the then Minister of Muslim Affairs, has also articulated this 
perspective. He mentions, “As such, we should think of teaching pedagogy that can 
motivate young Malay language learners to experience the cultural wealth and language in 
depth while they acquire knowledge and skills needed. As such, a Singapore Malay 
community that is confident in the race, language and culture will be created.”42  
 
 Thus, there exists an imagination towards the function of Malay language as an 
identity marker as well as taking on the cultural role to unite the Malay community. This 
includes forming an affiliation between Singapore Malays and the Nusantara. This was 
emphasized by Yatiman Yusof, the then-Parliamentary Secretary (Information and the 
Arts), “At the same time, we agree that Malay language will continue to function as a 
cultural language, a language of the arts, the language used in transmitting values, acting 
as the language that can unite the Malay community, the language that will be the main 
essence of their identity and the unifying element for the Nusantara.”43   
 
Without a doubt, political and community elites have supported the 
implementation of this bilingual education policy in Singapore. Unfortunately, they have 
also propagated, consciously or otherwise, the primary function of Malay language as a 
language used to transmit cultural information, facts and traditions of an ethnic 
community, often done in a prescribed and rigid understanding of what constitutes as 
                                                        
42 Berita Harian, 2 August 2004, “Jurus Baru Teguhkan Bahasa”.  
“Oleh itu, kita harus fikirkan cara pengajaran yang boleh merangsangkan pelajar muda bahasa 
Melayu untuk mengalami lebih mendalam kekayaan budaya dan bahasa Melayu sambil mereka 
dapatkan ilmu dan kemahiran yang diperlukan. Dengan ini, akan lahirlah masyarakat Melayu 
Singapura yang penuh keyakinan- keyakinan dalam bangsa mereka, dalam bahasa dan budaya 
mereka…” 
 
43 Berita Harian, 11 June 2005, “Tingkat Usaha Kuasai Bahasa Melayu”. “Pada masa yang sama kita 
akur bahawa bahasa Melayu akan terus berperanan sebagai bahasa budaya, bahasa seni, bahasa 
nilai, bahasa warisan, bahasa yang menyatupadukan masyarakat Melayu, bahasa yang menjadi 
teras identiti mereka dan penjalin rantau Nusantara.” 
 
However, on this note it is important to note that the separation of Singapore from Malaya in 
1965 has adverse effects on the Malay language. Several educational institutions and language and 
literature individuals, groups and organizations moved to the new capital in Malaya. As a result, 
the Malay-speaking community in Singapore has to take on the task of maintaining the relevance 
of the language, its development as well as its future in face of globalization and uncertain 




culture. 44  This kind of understanding towards language and culture has shaped the 
direction in which the vision of Arif Budiman approaches its endeavor in producing 
learned Malay individuals. Here forth, we will look briefly at the changes in Malay 
Language education in the last two decades to help us grasp the conceptualization of the 
vision that was mooted in 2005 before analyzing the two factors that have impacted the 
vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
 
Changes in Malay Language Education 
 
Very often, the curriculum reviews are made to ensure that the syllabus meets the 
demands of the competitive world at one point in time. This is to ensure the education 
system provides the necessary skills for the students to apply and implement the 
knowledge gained in schools to contribute to the development of self as well as 
contributing to the nation’s success, taking into account the different fields such as 
economy, social and political relations. 
 
“…we should think of teaching techniques that can encourage and spur 
young Malay language learners to experience in depth the rich [Malay] 
culture and Malay language while they acquire knowledge and skills needed. 
With that, it gives birth to a confident Malay community, confident in their 
ethnicity, language and culture.”45  
 
Despite the change in function and status, Malay Language education in Singapore 
has continued to evolve in content and emphasis. For instance, opportunity is given to 
the top ten percent of the each yearly cohort to take Malay Special Programme (MSP) as 
third language, while students who obtained grade ‘A’ for both English and Malay 
Language are allowed to take Higher Malay as first language in secondary schools. 
                                                         
44 This will be further discussed in Chapter 3, 4 and 5. 
 
45 Berita Harian, 2 August 2004. “Jurus Baru Teguhkan Bahasa”. 
 “…kita harus fikirkan cara pengajaran yang boleh merangsangkan pelajar muda Bahasa Melayu 
untuk mengalami lebih mendalam kekayaan budaya dan Bahasa Melayu sambil mereka dapatkan 
ilmu dan kemahiran yang diperlukan. Dengan ini, akan lahirlah masyarakat Melayu yang penuh 
keyakinan – keyakinan dalam bangsa mereka, dalam bahasa dan budaya mereka.”45 
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In the early 90s, the Second Language curriculum was further assessed. The 
suggestions made to improvise Malay Language curriculum includes further emphasis on 
language acquisition and the inculcation of good values for the purpose of nation’s 
development.  
 
The Malay Language education was reviewed in 1997 and 1999. Based on the 
reviews completed, consensus was made to allow capable students to learn the language 
at a higher level, with the objective of producing individuals who are equipped with 
knowledge in language and culture so that they could play the role of cultural elites in 
Singapore in mind. A number of strategies and programs were initiated in 2001 and 2002 
to meet this objective. Starting from 2002, the syllabuses, textbooks and teaching 
resources have been changed in phases. This is aligned with the bilingual education 
policy. 
 
“We have to enthuse all students in the mother tongues language, and 
develop among them the skills that will help them use the language often 
and spontaneously. It also means providing maximum opportunity, for 
students with the ability and interest, to go further - to master the language 
and develop a deeper feel and association with both the culture that 
underpins the language.”  
 
Some of the changes implemented are 1) the introduction of the Malay ‘B’ syllabus 
for weaker students, 2) the Malay Language Elective Programme (EMAS) for Higher 
Malay Language students46, 3) Elective Programme (MLEP) to be introduced in junior 
colleges, starting with Tampines Junior College and 4) the start of the Bachelor of Arts 
programme in National Institute of Education (NIE). 
 
 Unfortunately, the status of MTL is further ‘relegated’ ever since the MTL 
requirement needed to gain admission into local universities were reduced to a D7 grade 
at Higher MTL or a ‘pass’ in the ‘B’ syllabus. Furthermore, students no longer need to 
obtain a pass grade in the standard MTL paper at the GCE ‘O’ Level examination in 
order to pursue their tertiary education. In fact, a student who is unable to fulfill the                                                         
46  Students are able to participate in elective programs such as creative writing workshop, 
seminars, drama and cultural activities. 
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MTL requirement for admission but satisfy the other admission requirements will be 
admitted into post-secondary institution on a provisional basis.47  
 
 In relation to the change in the status of Malay language, there are sentiments 
aired in the media that deemed Malay language as a non-economical language as it is no 
longer used in various domains. It is seen as a language that is regarded as useful only for 
the group of individuals who are keen to pursue the teaching track in the teaching of 
Malay language or to work for Malay newspapers in Singapore as well as those would like 
to hold positions in Malay media industry. Hence, it can be concluded that one of the 
understanding towards the learning of language is to not only to see language learning as 
a pragmatic need, but also to view it as an economical opportunity. 
 
“Malay language is no longer suitable as a tool for economical 
gains…unless they want to pursue a career as a mother tongue teacher in 
schools, or be a journalist with the BH/BM newspaper or to work in 
television station, Suria or Warna/Ria radio station.”48 
 
With the implementation of the bilingual education policy, MTL remains a 
compulsory subject in schools. As often articulated in the media and included in 
speeches made by the elites, the role of MTL is as ‘cultural ballast’. It has been observed 
that the curriculum of the Malay language is inevitably more inclined towards the 
inculcation of values and culture 49 , besides the inclusion of current issues such as                                                         
47 Berita Harian, 25 June 2005, “Sikap Kita Terhadap Bahasa”. 
“Hakikat bahawa bahasa ibunda bukan lagi menjadi syarat penting dalam menentukan kemasukan 
ke universiti bererti para pelajar tidak perlu lagi memberikan keutamaan kepada mata pelajaran 
tersebut.” 
 
48 Berita Harian, 25 June 2005, “Sikap Kita Terhadap Bahasa”.  
“Bahasa Melayu bagai sudah tidak laku untuk dijadikan modal ekonomi…kecuali mungkin untuk 
mereka yang mahu bertugas sebagai guru bahasa ibunda di sekolah, atau menjadi wartawan di 
akhbar BH/BM atau bekerja dengan stesen televisyen Suria dan radio Warna/Ria.” 
 
49 See Viniti Vaish, S.Gopinathan & Yongbing Liu, Language, Capital, Culture: Critical Studies and 
Education in Singapore.  
“... the aim of authentic cultural inculcation is “Confucian beliefs and ideas, of man, society, and 
the state; and this is ranked above the second–language proficiency so that it should not be a goal 
of mother tongue education to be nearly equal to the first language.  
 
In effect, Malay children should know their proverbs and folklore…[For] the Indians, the 
Ramayana and the Mahabaratha provide marvelous and inexhaustible sources of stories. They are 
interesting in themselves, that they also carry a moral message is the genius of the culture.”, p. 17. 
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information technology, innovation and entrepreneurship, in addition to the teaching of 
language technicalities such as grammar and syntax50. For instance, the aims of Malay 
Language education at primary level is similar to the bilingual education policy where 
students would know and understand the Malay culture and language as part of the 
multi-racial, multi-religious and multi-lingual Singapore. 
 
“The objective of the Malay language curriculum in primary school is to 
enable students to know and understand the language and culture as part of 
the multi-cultural, multi-racial and multi-lingual Singapore. As such, students 
will be able to communicate using standard Malay for his own causes as well 
as to use it as a social tool in the context of Singapore society.”51  
 
Since the education system is a platform to relay certain messages, aims and visions 
through the school curriculum, there is an inclination to teach and inculcate certain set of 
values and civic knowledge, including the understanding of citizenry on top of the 
various content requirement that are needed to be taught to students as delineated in the 
syllabuses. In short, the Malay Language education also plays a pivotal role in developing 
                                                                                                                                                              
This was also further emphasized in the Goh Report, “Moral education…may not be sufficient 
to provide the cultural ballast to withstand the stresses of living in a fast changing society 
exposed to influences, good and bad of an open society such as ours. A people of recent migrant 
origin need to know more of their cultural roots. With the large-scale movement to education in 
English, the risk of deculturalisation cannot be ignored. One way to overcoming the dangers of 
deculturalisation is to teach children the historical origins of their culture. Chinese pupils could 
be taught in the Chinese language in secondary schools early Chinese history up to the setting of 
the Confucian state in the Han dynasty; Indians, the ancient history of India; and Malays, the 
early history of their peoples and the Archipelago.” 
 
50 “Sukatan Pelajaran ini juga menegaskan penerapan aspek nilai dan budaya. Selain itu, terdapat 
juga penerapan kemahiran berfikir, teknologi maklumat, pembelajaran sosial dan emosi, serta 
inovasi dan keusahawanan.”  
See Sukatan Pelajaran Bahasa Melayu Sekolah Rendah 2008. 
http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/syllabuses/languages-and-literature/files/malay-primary-
2008.pdf. Accessed on 1 January 2012. 
 
51  Curriculum Planning and Development Division, Ministry of Education. Sukatan Pelajaran 
Sekolah Rendah 2008, p. 10. 
“Matlamat Kurikulum Bahasa Melayu peringkat sekolah rendah adalah untuk membolehkan 
murid mengenali dan memahami bahasa dan budaya Melayu sebagai sebahagian daripada 
masyarakat majmuk Singapura. Dengan itu, murid dapat berkomunikasi dengan menggunakan 




a good citizen, imparting knowledge and skills as well as inculcating values and virtues so 
that he can contribute back to society.  
 
In addition, there is a list of values52 chosen by curriculum planners that has been 
included in the curriculum53.  These values are aligned with the bilingual policy that 
stresses on the teaching of culture and preserving Asian values. In addition, there is a 
greater call to teach moral values and ethics through literature. In primary school, 
‘Pengajaran Sivik dan Moral’ (CME)54 is conducted in Malay language, further emphasizing 
the relation between the learning of values and Malay language. This creates an 
impression that the inculcation of values and culture is a responsibility of Malay language 
                                                        
52  Values such as honesty, willingness to accept, appreciative of things, community living, 
respecting others, thrift, love, just, hard work and loyalty are some of the values selected.  
 
“Nilai murni teras yang dikenal pasti adalah seperti yang berikut: Amanah/Jujur, Baik Hati, 
Berdikari, Budi Bahasa/Hemah Tinggi, Kesediaan untuk Menerima/Menghargai sesuatu (contoh: 
idea/pandangan, pemberian), Hidup Bermasyarakat, Hormat-menghormati, Jimat Cermat, Kasih 
Sayang, Keadilan, Kerja Keras/Kegigihan, Kesabaran, Kesediaan untuk Meneroka/Mencuba, 
Kesetiaan, Tolong-menolong/Bekerjasama, Bersikap Tanggungjawab.” 
See Sukatan Pelajaran Bahasa Melayu Sekolah Rendah 2008. 
http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/syllabuses/languages-and-literature/files/malay-primary-
2008.pdf. Accessed on 1 January 2012. 
 
53 “Penyerapan nilai murni dan budaya dalam pendidikan Bahasa Melayu adalah untuk melahirkan 
insan yang berhemah tinggi selaras dengan visi Arif Budiman. Pendidikan ini merangkumi nilai 
murni dan budaya masyarakat Melayu dan negara termasuk hasrat Pendidikan Nasional dan Hasil 
Pendidikan yang Diingini. Penyerapan kedua-dua aspek ini diharapkan dapat membantu murid 
mengenali, memahami dan menghayati nilai dan budaya masyarakat Melayu dan juga mengenali 
budaya masyarakat lain dalam konteks masyarakat majmuk Singapura. Pemahaman dan kesedaran 
tentang kedua-dua aspek yang disasarkan ini harus dilaksanakan secara terancang.”  
See Sukatan Pelajaran Bahasa Melayu Sekolah Rendah 2008. 
http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/syllabuses/languages-and-literature/files/malay-primary-
2008.pdf. Accessed on 1 January 2012. 
 
54 “The goal of Civics and Moral Education is to nurture a whole and balanced person, with a 
strong sense of moral values, good interpersonal relationships, one who will contribute to the 
well-being of society and the nation, and eventually to the world at large.” 
 
The objectives include being able to identify the values that contribute to building their moral 
character such as honesty, respect, personal responsibility, perseverance and moral courage, 
understand family’s traditions and knowing the qualities that build family unity such as love, care, 
responsibility towards and appreciation for family members, respect among family members, 
commitment, and upholding of the family’s name, having respect for people from different racial 
groups and their cultures, showing civic consciousness and an awareness of their behavior as 
responsible citizens and demonstrating filial acts towards parents and grandparents. 
See Civics and Moral Education Primary School (Singapore: Ministry of Education, 2000) 
http://www3.moe.edu.sg/cpdd/doc/CivicMoral_Pri.pdf. Accessed on 2 January 2012. 
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teachers, at least in primary schools, where the teaching of values are included in both 
Malay language and CME lessons.  
 
Undeniably, the role of the Malay language is to provide the platform for the 
transmission of culture, tradition and values of the Malay community. This is 
infused with the context of Singapore so that students can make relation between 
the contemporary culture as well as present-day definition of culture. 
 
“The application of various knowledge fields is important to create an 
authentic learning environment and to create a more meaningful learning 
experience. The learning of culture, traditions and values of the Malay 
community that takes into account the context of a multi-cultural society 
enables students to relate and form links with the contemporary Malay 
culture and their worldview.”55 
 
The emphasis on the teaching of values can be seen from the various examination 
questions that ask specifically on values and character analysis. It can be concluded that 
students are made to see the importance of learning values and to present various 
examples to portray certain values in their answers during examinations. Students are also 
required to judge a character’s action or decision. This further highlights the need to 
inculcate and teach values in Malay language lessons, portraying it as a language that is 
values-laden and has a moral slant. This contributes to the type of exposure a student has 
in Malay language education, which in turn will give rise to a certain imagination of the 
language and culture. 
 
 Despite the recent debates and discussions56 on the status of MTL, the Ministry of 
Education has firmly assured the people that the bilingual education policy is here to stay                                                         
55  Curriculum Planning and Development Division, Ministry of Education. Sukatan Pelajaran 
Sekolah Rendah 2008, p. 16. 
“Penggunaan bahan pelbagai bidang ilmu perlu untuk mewujudkan situasi yang autentik dan 
menjadikan pembelajaran lebih bermakna. Pembelajaran tentang budaya, tradisi dan nilai 
masyarakat Melayu yang disepadukan dalam konteks masyarakat berbilang budaya membolehkan 
murid menghubungkaitkannya dengan budaya Melayu kontemporari dan pandangan dunia 
mereka. 
 
56 This arises from the comment made by the then Minister of Education, Dr Ng Eng Hen. He 
had suggested that the weightage of Mother Tongue at the Primary School Leaving Examination 
(PSLE) be cut. Refer to Strait Times, Minister Reassures Mother Tongue Teachers. 13 May 2010. 
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and no lesser emphasis will be given to MTL. Dr Ng Eng Hen, then Minister of 
Education reaffirmed the need for the bilingual education policy. “Singapore's bilingual 
policy, which remains relevant for economic and cultural reasons. Speaking at a 
principals’ appointing ceremony, Ng said that if the next chapter of history will be 
centered on the rise of Asia, as many believe, then bilingual skills will be an asset for 
Singapore children.”57 
 
There will be a continuous emphasis on MTL education. As such, reviews58 and 
assessments are carried out to ensure that MTL remain relevant in today’s context. The 
state would have to take into account the latest development around the world and 
decides on the manner in which schools can cater to the needs of time by providing 
teachers with opportunities to enhance both their content knowledge and pedagogy skills 
so that students have skills and resources to overcome the challenges when they enter 
the work force. This approach is adopted with regard to MTL education, including the 
Malay language. 
 
“[C]ontinuous efforts have been made to emphasize the importance of the 
mother tongue languages in Singapore. The effective implementation of our 
bilingual policy is a testimony of this. It has benefited our students and the 
community as well as the development of Singapore’s education system. The 
decision to make mother tongue languages a compulsory subject has proved 
to be fruitful in our education system. The bilingual policy has given us the 
opportunity to continue upholding the relevance of mother tongue languages 
in this ICT and globalised era. We could ensure the continued development 
of Malay language through efforts to review its teaching and learning,                                                         
57  Refer to http://yoursdp.org/index.php/news/singapore/3239-singapore-reaffirms-bilingual-
policy. Accessed on 2 July 2011. 
 
58 Based on the Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee, Ministry of 
Education, Singapore that was published in 2005, various areas were addressed; 1) reinforcing 
the cultural role of Malay Language, with the inclusion of more open-ended and higher order 
thinking classroom activities that are needed for students to explore, examine and own elements 
of their culture; 2) responsive curriculum structure; 3) oral skills; 4) reading; 5) engaging 
instructional materials, with emphasis on contextualized grammar and vocabulary instruction and 
development of students’ language and cultural knowledge through learning proverbs and how 
to use them appropriately; 6) use of information technology; 7) differentiated instruction in 




making it parallel to the needs of our students and education landscape. 
Therefore, our teachers need to be equipped with the relevant knowledge 
and skills pertaining to language, literature and culture in order to continue 
elevating the importance of Malay language.”59 
  
One of the suggestions made by MLCPRC is a vision for the Malay language 
education. The vision that has been conceptualized is known as ‘Arif Budiman’. As aligned 
to the vision, there is a need to ensure that the Malay culture and language is further 
developed and not simply, preserved. Through the vision of Arif Budiman, we can 
observe the dominant ideology that shaped Malay language education is, Malay language 
acts as cultural ballast, where it is a transmitter of values and a tool to produce a learned 
man or in another term, a man of excellence. 
 
 
Conceptualization of Arif Budiman 
 
The Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee (MLCPRC), 
headed by Assoc Prof Dr Hadijah Rahmat, presented a review of Malay Language 
education in 200460. The Committee comprises of representatives from the academia, 
education officers and the private sector. In December 2004, the Malay Language 
Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee (MLCPRC) was formed to address the 
limitations as well as to suggest changes in the teaching and learning of Malay language in 
Singapore schools. MLCPRC was tasked to look into several aspects of the Malay 
language education, namely, 1) objectives; 2) content; 3) curriculum structure; 4) 
pedagogy; 5) assessment and 6) implementation in teaching and learning Malay language 
in Singapore schools.  
 
One of the suggestions made by MLCPRC is a vision for the Malay language 
education. The vision that has been conceptualized is known as ‘Arif Budiman’. This 
vision mooted by the committee portrays a broad cultural vision of developing each                                                         
59  Refer to http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/speeches/2010/01/30/speech-by-mr-masagos-
zulkifli-.php. Ministry of Education. Accessed on 2 July 2011. 
 
60 She is currently the head of Malay Language and Literature, Asian Languages Centre, National 
Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University. 
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Malay student to become a person with the qualities of ‘Arif Budiman’ – a learned person 
who contributes to society in the fields of language and culture. 
 
 “The Committee proposes articulating a vision for the teaching and learning 
of the Malay Language. The Committee proposes that the teaching and 
learning of the Malay Language be guided by an overall vision of Arif 
Budiman- the learned person who contributes to society. The vision would 
provide ML teachers and students with a common direction for developing 
language proficiency and cultural depth.”61 
 
In order to understand the inclusion of the vision of Arif Budiman, we must first 
unravel the findings of the review in 2004 that gives rise to the need for a vision to bring 
Malay language to greater heights. The re-planning of the Malay language education is 
necessary to ensure that the curriculum and system in Malay language education stays 
relevant, effective and challenging aligned with the changes in the education system and 
society. In addition, it is a strategy to prepare us to face challenges now and in the future. 
Some of the reasons stated in report62 states that the need for re-planning the Malay 
language education, including developing consciousness for the difference aspects of 
intelligence as put forward by Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences.63 
 
The change in the profile of Malay language students has also brought about the 
need to re-look into the planning of the Malay language education. It is noted that there 
is an increasing trend shoving that students come from dual-language speaking family or 
English-speaking family. As such, the approach towards the teaching of Malay language 
that needs to be applied to the group of students these days has to be different to ensure 
that the quality of language and culture is not affected negatively.                                                           
61  Refer to Ministry of Education, “Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review 
Committee, Nov 2005”. 
 
62  Refer to Ministry of Education, “Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review 
Committee, Nov 2005”. 
 
63  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Visi Arif Budiman- Peranan dan Cabaran Pengajaran Sastera Dalam 
Pendidikan Bahasa Melayu”, presented during Sembang-sembang Bahasa dan Pelancaran Buku 
PPSK organized by PBGM. National Library Board Singapore, 4 Nov 2006, p. 1.  
“Tetapi apabila tokoh pendidikan, Howard Gardner (1983) memperkenalkan teori pelbagai 





“If we don’t do something or simply continue with what we have been 
doing, we will be backward, the quality of language and culture will decrease, 
remain stagnant, outdated and low in status. If the quality of language is low, 
it means the culture and status of the society is low too. Language 
symbolizes the soul of the society.”64 
 
The third factor that was considered in the re-planning of the Malay language 
education is the influx of external cultures. Besides the influence of the Western culture, 
the Malay culture has to remain relevant as Asia-Pacific cultures are getting more known 
and influential as the economy in East Asia and India gets more developed. These 
cultures are expected to bring about greater changes in the new era.  
 
As such, there is a need to have a conscious effort to ensure that the Malay 
culture remains progressive and enhanced in a way that it is able to combat the external 
cultures and not be backward in nature. In other words, it is necessary for cultural 
engineering and cultural realignment to take place. The re-planning in Malay language 
education in schools is one of the strategies put in place to ensure the existence and 
relevance of the Malay culture. Here, we observed how dominant ideas on language and 
culture identifies the relationship between these two components, and how language is 
seen as a tool in disseminating culture. 
 
 “If the Malay culture is not strengthened, it will be ‘suffocated’ and become 
isolated because of the influx of new cultures in the world today. As such, a 
review and cultural realignment as well as a strategic development in cultural 
engineering are needed. A make-over in language and cultural education in 
schools is one of the criteria that is needed in order to achieve the aim of 
preserving and developing Malay culture in the long run.”65                                                         
64  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Visi Arif Budiman- Peranan dan Cabaran Pengajaran Sastera Dalam 
Pendidikan Bahasa Melayu”, p. 2.  
“Jika kita tidak melakukan sesuatu atau hanya meneruskan apa yang kita lakukan, kita akan 
ketinggalan, mutu bahasa dan budaya kita akan merosot, beku, mundur dan rendah martbatnya. 
Jika rendah mutu bahasa, maka rendahlah mutu budaya dan martabat bangsa. Bahasa adalah jiwa 
bangsa.” 
 
65  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Visi Arif Budiman- Peranan dan Cabaran Pengajaran Sastera Dalam 
Pendidikan Bahasa Melayu”, p. 2.  
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The objective of the re-planning of the curriculum in Malay language education is 
to re-affirm the function and role of the MTL66 as a culture builder67 and to reinforce the 
ethnic identity (jati diri) for the Malays. This is the primary function of the MTL 
education in Singapore as part of the bilingual language education policy. 
 
“The review in Malay Language curriculum is aimed to further emphasize on 
the function and role of Mother tongue languages as a cultural builder and 
identity marker of Malay society, which is also the main function of the 
Mother Tongue education policy in Singapore.”68 
 
The suggestions put forward by MLCPRC aim to bring the level of achievement 
of Malay language and culture to greater heights so that these two components can 
progress and move forward as well as being enhanced consistently so that we can                                                                                                                                                               
“Jika budaya Melayu tidak diperkasakan, budaya kita akan terhimpit dan terpinggir jauh akibat 
rempuhan budaya-budaya baru dunia ini. Oleh itu suatu penilaian dan penyusunan semula 
(cultural realignment) dan pembinaan strategik budaya Melayu (cultural engineering) perlu 
dilakukan. Rombakan dalam pendidikan bahasa dan budaya di sekolah adalah salah satu prasyarat 
ke arah maklamat jangka panjang usaha untuk melestarikan dan memperkasakan budaya Melayu 
ini.” 
 
66 Refer to the speech by S Iswaran, Senior Minister for Trade and Industry and Education at the 
SIM University Public Forum: “Crossing Cultures, Bridging Minds: A Role for Singapore’s Languages and 
Literatures” on Saturday, 15 August 2009.  
Singapore adopted the bilingual policy in 1966. English was promoted as the first language to 
ensure that Singapore would be plugged into the global economy. The knowledge of our Mother 
Tongues, on the other hand, is a cultural compass to Singaporean sense of self, identity and 
values, respective to their ethnic groups. As Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew wrote in his 
memoirs, “… if we were monolingual in our mother tongues, we would not make a living. 
Becoming monolingual in English would have been a setback. We would have lost our cultural 
identity, that quiet confidence about ourselves and our place in the world.” 
 
67 Ministry of Education, “Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee, Nov 
2005”, p.1. “The learning of Malay is critical for the cultural transmission in the Malay 
community. A sense of identity and the ability to access readily the values, history, literature and 
the arts of one’s own community are inextricably linked with a facility with one’s own language. 
The Malay language joins generations...The aim is also to develop and keep remaking the 
language and culture...A language and culture that is constantly enriched and thriving will 
contribute effectively to Singapore’s distinctiveness and identity as an Asian society.” 
 
68  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Visi Arif Budiman- Peranan dan Cabaran Pengajaran Sastera Dalam 
Pendidikan Bahasa Melayu”, p. 2.  
“Rombakan dalam kurikulum bahasa Melayu kali (ini) bertujuan untuk mengukuhkan fungsi dan 
peranan bahasa ibunda sebagai pembina budaya dan jati diri bangsa Melayu. Ini adalah fungsi 
pokok polisi pendidikan bahasa ibunda di Singapura.” 
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develop a rich and dynamic language and culture.69 As delineated by the two words that 
formed the vision, Arif Budiman, it is hoped that the Malay language education is able to 
produce learned men who are well versed in matters of language and culture who can 
further contribute in these fields. In addition, the vision aims to empower society to 
preserve and appreciate the Malay language. Only when this is successful that one can say 
that the objective has been achieved. 
 
 “The objective of the language education is not just to preserve it but to 
build and strengthen language and culture. This can only be achieved if we 
succeed in producing individuals who are learned in language and culture 
that are able to contribute in these fields and it also depends on the society at 
large to protect and appreciate language.”70 
 
The MLCPRC believes that with curriculum re-planning, the standard of Malay 
language and culture can be improved and further developed with the context of a multi-
racial Singapore, the necessary progression of the nation and the evolving global world in 
mind. It is also deemed as important to maximize the Malay language lessons in school 
to expose students to the culture and values so that they would understand and live by 
these values in life.71 This is part of the inculcation of values that is introduced as part of 
students’ character development to ensure that the younger generation would not forget 
their Asian traditions despite the influx of external cultures. 
                                                         
69  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Visi Arif Budiman- Peranan dan Cabaran Pengajaran Sastera Dalam 
Pendidikan Bahasa Melayu”, p. 2.  
“Saranan-saranan yang dikemukakan mahu meningkatkan tahap pencapaian bahasa dan budaya 
Melayu supaya bahasa dan budaya Melayu dapat terus dimajukan, dibina secara tetap sehingga 
menjadi bahasa dan budaya yang kaya dan dinamis.” 
 
70  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Visi Arif Budiman- Peranan dan Cabaran Pengajaran Sastera Dalam 
Pendidikan Bahasa Melayu”, p. 2.  
“Matlamat pendidikan bahasa bukan hanya untuk mengekalkannya, tetapi terus membina dan 
memperkasa bahasa dan budaya. Ini hanya dapat dicapai bila kita berjaya menghasilkan para arif 
budiman bahasa dan budaya yang dapat menyumbang dalam bidang ini dan juga masyarakat 
umum yang memelihara dan menghargai bahasa.” 
 
71  See Syed Hussein Alatas, The Meaning of Progress in Contemporary Education. (Bangi: Jabatan 
Antropologi dan Sosiologi, Fakulti Sains Kemasyarakatan dan Kemanusiaan, Universiti 
Kebangsaan Malaysia, 1999), p. 101.  
“Education is to increase our understanding about what we know. Assuming that this is done, 
there is yet something we need in our education; that is, we must ensure personality 
development.” 
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Here, it is imperative that we consider the possible factors as to why the explicit 
need to teach values and include this component in examination questions arises in 
Malay language education, even though values have been emphasized in schools. Many 
schools even select a list of values to be presented to students as the school values. As 
such, it is intriguing to note that the suggestion made by MLCPRC to uphold a vision 
that is distinctively crafted for Malay language education is without doubt a response to a 
limitation or absences.  
 
By analyzing the MTL report, one of the major concerns is the declining of 
grades obtained at national examinations. Although the grades for Malay language have 
been rather consistent, there is a worrying trend of the choice of language used at home. 
In fact, there has been a considerable shift from Malay to English in the language used to 
communicate between the first generation and the third generation, adding to the change 
in main language used at home. As such, it is inevitable that with the limited platforms 
and opportunities to use one’s MTL, MLCPRC would have identified the shift as a 
contributing factor to the diminishing interest and importance of Malay language as the 
main proponent of Malay values and traditions.  
 
Unlike the Chinese community where various initiatives have been discussed and 
implemented to ensure that resources and opportunities are made accessible to ensure 
the continuous development of Chinese language and cultural elites in the future, the 
Malay community has remained rather docile in ensuring the development of its culture 
and language after the implementation of the bilingual education policy. As such, it can 
be seen that the existence of SAP schools is a solution to ensure a sustained number of 
Chinese cultural elites, regardless of the diminishing number of good grades. This would 
surely have influenced the MLCPRC as they realized a limitation in the holistic approach 
of Malay language education that is aligned to the bilingual education policy but do not 
ensure the continuity in the preservation and development of values and cultural 
heritage. 
 
As such, it can be implied that MLCPRC realized the need to have a vision for 
the Malay language education is based on the importance of ensuring that the values and 
cultural heritage is taught in schools and continued beyond the education realm. Thus, it 
can also be assumed that the committee has analyzed the Chinese language education 
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and concluded that it is vital to mould selected individuals to be Malay cultural elites who 
will contribute to society in the domain of Malay language and culture, especially with the 
challenge of globalization and influx of external cultures. Taking heed from the need to 
have Chinese cultural elites to safe keep traditions, the Malay community will now be 
able to produce their own cultural elites through the vision of Arif Budiman in Malay 
language education. 
 
Another factor to consider in understanding what might have contributed to the 
need to produce Malay cultural elites is Singapore’s objective to be a “Renaissance 
City”.72 One of the ways in which Singapore has delineated its processes in achieving the 
vision of a Renaissance City it to first and foremost aims to be a ‘city of art’. In order to 
attain this, the various institutions have started to unfold in Singapore’s vision to be a 
Renaissance City and many initiatives are drafted to promote visible cultural outreach, 
events, and programs. Specific strategies are thus directed at making the city an attractive 
place for the consumption of arts and cultural experiences. Without a doubt, the starting 
point would be to develop our ethnic culture and traditions by developing learned men 
in schools, and the best way to do so it to develop our own cultural elites to present to 
the world our multicultural, multi-lingual and multi-ethnic Singapore. 
 
It is important to note that this study can only offer suggestions to as why there 
is a need to develop cultural elites through the vision of Arif Budiman. It is not the main 
concern of this study to delineate on the contributing factors. This study hopes to 
discuss the vision of Arif Budiman and the issues pertaining to its implementation in 
schools. 
 
 Without a doubt, the vision of Arif Budiman, requires the participation of 
educators because it is to be implemented through Malay language education in schools. 
Teachers are to bring about greater engagement in the learning of Malay language and 
culture, and its continuous remaking, in the context of a multiracial Singapore. In the 
2005 review also, the MLCPRC highlighted the need for more open-ended and higher 
                                                        
72 See Lee Wai Kin, “Creating a ‘City of Art’: Evaluating Singapore’s Vision of Becoming A 
Renaissance City”. 
http://dspace.mit.edu/bitstream/handle/1721.1/16604/55074407.pdf?sequence=1. Accessed 
on 1 January 2014.  
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order thinking activities so that students can explore, examine and own elements of their 
culture. However, it is important to note that MLCPRC expects more than just the 
preservation of culture and values in Malay Language education. 
 
“The committee’s aim is more than ensuring that the Malay language and 
culture is preserved. The aim is also to develop and keep remaking the 
language and culture. A language and culture that is constantly enriched and 
thriving will contribute effectively to Singapore’ distinctiveness and identity 
as an Asian society. This is the spirit underlying the recommendations of this 
report.”73 
 
With the landscape of an ever-changing globalized world in mind, there is a need 
for national development and the multi-ethnic, multi-religious society situation in 
Singapore to be taken into consideration when planning the Malay language education. 
Especially with the need to further develop Malay culture through Malay language 
education, these factors have to be taken into consideration to ensure Malay culture 
remains relevant and dynamic. Malay culture is expected to be a tool for national and 
regional development, thus functioning outside the realm of the Malay community. 
 
“The multi-racial-religious-lingual society as well as the ever-changing 
situation in the world, are factors that push for the need for national 
development, and it cannot be ignored. This is because the Malay culture 
that is desired goes through Malay language education, and it is hoped that 
this will be a discourse that is responsive, dynamic and progressive till it 
becomes a dynamic element in national and regional development.”74 
It was also recommended that teachers teach cultural content to their students in 
ways that the students would find appealing and relevant to their own experience. In                                                         
73  Refer to Ministry of Education, “Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review 
Committee, Nov 2005”, p.11. 
 
74  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Visi Arif Budiman- Peranan dan Cabaran Pengajaran Sastera Dalam 
Pendidikan Bahasa Melayu”, p. 4.  
“Faktor kehidupan masyarakat majmuk, keperluan pembangunan nasional dan keadaan dunia 
yang berubah telah diambil kira dan tidak boleh diketepikan. Ini kerana budaya Melayu yang ingin 
dibina, melalui sistem pendidikan bahasa Melayu ini, diharapkan menjadi suatu wacana kehidupan 




addition, the MLCPRC proposed that Malay language education should be enhanced 
with the use of IT. However, the approaches are left to teachers’ discretion. 
 
Based on the 2005 curriculum review, the emphasis of language education seems 
to be more slanted to the cultural domain. This echoes the function or role of the Malay 
language as stated in the need for the bilingual education policy where MTL is needed for 
cultural purposes. As such, a vision is needed to set the direction for Malay languages, in 
view of a challenging future that lies ahead. 
 
“The Malay community requires a cultural vision that is more to truly sets 
the direction in a more challenging future. In order to overcome the issue of 
confused values and a skewed cultural definition that exist all this while, the 
new vision of Arif Budiman is presented.”75 
 
Hereon, we will look into the conceptualization of Arif Budiman. It is a holistic 
concept of self-development and encompasses both ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ compositions of 
man. The ‘inner’ composition of the learned person means that the person reflects a high 
level of wisdom and intellect with regards to the knowledge of language and his 
personality as manifested in the phrase ‘budi bahasa’ and ‘budi pekerti’ respectively. On the 
other hand, the ‘outer’ structure is manifested through the, 1) akal budi (intellectual 
ability), 2) hati-budi (emotional quotient) and 3) sistem penilaian (value system). 
 
“Insan Arif Budiman yang dimaksudkan haruslah mempunyai ilmu 
pengetahuan (dari segi bahasa dan budaya) dan kebijaksanaan/kearifan dari 
segi luaran dan dalaman, yang merangkumi sikap, kemahiran, ilmu, 
kecerdasan dan kelakonan/keterampilan diri dll.”76 
                                                         
75  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Membina Minda dan Budaya Melayu baru Melalui Perekayasaan 
Pendidikan Bangsa” in Seminar Dunia Melayu Dunia Islam. Majlis Pusat & Jamiyah Singapura, 25 
August 2007, p. 1. 
“Bangsa atau masyarakat Melayu memerlukan suatu visi budaya yang lebih ampuh untuk benar-
benar mengisi kehidupan masa depan yang lebih mencabar. Untuk mengatasi persoalan 
kekeliruan nilai dan tafsiran intipati budaya yang tempang selama ini, visi baru yang ingin 
diutarakan ialah Visi Arif Budiman.” 
 
76 Hadijah Rahmat, “Membina Minda dan Budaya Melayu baru Melalui Perekayasaan Pendidikan Bangsa” 
in Seminar Dunia Melayu Dunia Islam. Majlis Pusat & Jamiyah Singapura, 25 August 2007, p. 2. 
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The vision of Arif Budiman questions and propagates the type of cultured and 
learned person that the Malay community aspires to produce through the Malay language 
education. 
 
“Essentially, the Arif Budiman vision calls upon each ML learner to keep 
inquiring: Am I developing into the kind of person who will have the 
knowledge and the values to contribute to Singapore. The aim is for all ML 
learners to be able to understand themselves better, their aspirations and 
their own potential to contribute to community and nation.”77 
 
The vision of Arif Budiman also hopes that students will develop their thinking 
skills. With reference to this vision, students are expected to study about Malay culture so 
that they can understand and form their own ideals, and later on, contribute to society.  
 
“The hope is for ML students to learn how to question, to analyze and to 
engage. Such students will be able to study features of contemporary Malay 
culture including their own worldview.”78 
 
The vision of Arif Budiman aims to produce a “new” Malay society through 
education with the teaching of culture and progressive values. It is hoped that every 
Malay language student would be well versed in ideas related to culture and language and 
is able to contribute to society in the field of Malay language and culture, going beyond 
the notion of preservation. In other words, he is a cultured person and holds on to 
progressive values, and would be involved in the further development of the society. The 
vision also aims to produce a group of cultural elites 79 , on top of introducing and 
preserving Malay cultural heritage.                                                         
77  Refer to Ministry of Education, “Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review 




79 This is the same change that is taking place in Tamil language education. “The MOE Review 
Committee recommended the creation of “a Tamil elite which can directly access, understand 
and appreciate Indian values, culture and worldview through Tamil language, literature and 
history, and, more importantly, to understand and view the modern world from an Indian 
perspective”. See Vanithamani Saravanan, Indian in Multilingual and Multicultural Settings: Tamil 
Education in Singapore, in Jason Tan, S. Gopinathan & Ho Wah Kam (eds.), Challenges Facing the 
Singapore Education System Today. (Singapore: Prentice Hall, 2001), p. 252. 
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“Aspek keilmuan budaya perlu ditekankan untuk mengisi tugas baru 
memperkasakan budaya kita, bukan hanya memperkenalkan dan 
mengekalkan warisan budaya, dan amat penting sekali untuk menghasilkan 
golongan elita atau golongan yang arif budaya.”80 
 
This proves that dominant ideas on language and culture have certainly shaped 
Malay language education. The emphasis on culture and values is deemed as utmost 
importance in language education. Here, we see how there is a conscious attempt to 
connect language and culture in the educational sphere where the inclusion and infusion 
of culture in the teaching and learning of language becomes one of the aims of the Malay 
Language education vision. As mentioned earlier, the manner in which language 
education is crafted has an objective in mind and that is to produce cultural elites and 
thus, we can expect that the curriculum support this vision. 
 
The vision of Arif Budiman is based on several concepts. The main concepts are 
1) budi; 2) arif; 3) adab; 4) man of excellence and 5) the theory of 5 minds.81 As such, the 
vision claims to have encompassed various ideas ranging from cultural heritage, religion 
and modern concepts. The philosophy behind the conceptualization of the learned 
person is reflected in one of the Malay proverbs, ‘Arif Bertemu dengan Budiman, Terindah 
daripada Lautan Mutiara’.  
 
                                                                                                                                                              
 
80  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Membina Minda dan Budaya Melayu Baru Melalui Perekayasaan 
Pendidikan Bangsa”, p. 6. 
 
81 Refer to Howard Gardner’s Theory of 5 Minds, Howard Gardner, Five Minds For the Future. 
(Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2006).  
The concept of ‘arif’ or ‘kearifan’ is broad and every changing, adapting to the needs of time. The 
quest for knowledge is however, grounded in nature. The vision of Arif Budiman has also adopted 
Howard Gardner’s 5 minds81 that is deemed as necessary for the future. Gardner has identify the 
5 minds to be; 1) disciplined mind; 2) synthesizing mind; 3) creating mind; 4) respectful mind and 




“Falsafah atau nilai yang ditekankan oleh orang Melayu terhadap konsep 
insan Arif Budiman ini, terakam dalam sebuah ungkapan Melayu berikut: 
Arif Bertemu dengan Budiman, Terindah daripada Lautan Mutiara.”82 
 
Each word in the vision has a deep significance and is highly regarded in the 
Malay society. As such, it is hoped that the use of both words in a vision will, without a 
doubt, enhance the supposed characteristics that are encompassed in this vision. 
 
The concept of the learned man propagated in the vision of Arif Budiman requires 
him to broaden his understanding of the world. As such, the role of Malay language 
teachers in schools is to develop the characteristics of the learned man that goes beyond 
language proficiency, one who is knowledgeable and competent in Malay language. As 
mentioned, a learned man (Arif Budiman) must possess characteristics that include the 
intellectual, moral and emotional competencies to contribute outside the language 
domain. Here, we can observe that the vision of Arif Budiman aims to produce cultural 
elites who possess values and high standard of morality. 
 
“Berdasarkan visi ini tugas guru bukan setakat melahirkan insan yang arif 
bahasa Melayu (tahu bahasa), tetapi membina ciri-ciri budiman yang lebih 
luas (budi bahasa, budi pekerti, akal budi, hati budi, budi bicara). Ciri-ciri 
mulia insan budiman amat berbeza dengan insan yang hanya tahu bahasa, erti 
bahasa, yang hanya terbatas pada pengetahuan dan pemahaman bahasa 
saja.”83 
 
In other words, there is a need to inculcate moral values that are progressive and 
the teacher is deemed as the one responsible of embedding the right kind of values in 
students through the learning and teaching of Malay language in schools. As such, Malay 
language education now stresses on the teaching of values in both implicit and explicit 
manner. It has taken the dual role of teaching language and elevating language 
                                                        
82  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Visi Arif Budiman- Peranan dan Cabaran Pengajaran Sastera Dalam 
Pendidikan Bahasa Melayu”. 
 
83  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Visi Arif Budiman- Peranan dan Cabaran Pengajaran Sastera Dalam 
Pendidikan Bahasa Melayu”, p. 3. 
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proficiency (as any other language subject) as well as the role of transmitting values in 
students. 
 
“Antaranya disarankan agar diadakan penilaian semula terhadap konsep budi 
dan nilai-nilai murni Melayu, pentingnya menerapkan konsep pembangunan 
diri yang seimbang, dan peranan guru sebagai jurubina rumah budaya 
Melayu.”84 
 
The vision and its concepts are said to have existed in the culture and traditions85 
of the Malay community and thus, this vision is not an unfamiliar concept. The vision is 
a synthesis of two words has given birth to the holistic and excellent value. As mentioned 
by Prof Hadijah Rahmat, who headed the committee, “konsep Arif Budiman ini 
merupakan nilai yang unggul dan menyeluruh.”86 
 
The vision of Arif Budiman is a synthesis of two words; ‘budi’ and ‘arif’. The 
concept of ‘budi’ derived from Sanskrit has long been present in the Malay tradition in 
the Malay community as part of its civilization; “peradapan Melayu selama ini telah 
mewariskan kita dengan sebuah konsep ‘budi’ dan ‘manusia budiman’.”87  
 
The word ‘budi’ is said to indicate the presence of Hindu influences in the Malay 
civilization, painting a picture of an inclusive and accepting yet adaptable community. 
The concept of ‘budi’ has become synonym with Malay cultural heritage. In fact, the 
concept of ‘budi’ reveals one’s character, attitude and personality. It also shows one’s way 
of thinking and feelings. 
 
                                                        
84  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Visi Arif Budiman- Peranan dan Cabaran Pengajaran Sastera Dalam 
Pendidikan Bahasa Melayu”, p. 4. 
 
85 A renowned poet, Hamzah Fansuri in his famous ‘syair’ titled ‘Perahu’, has also presented the 
concept of Arif Budiman in the 16th century.  
“Hai muda arif Budiman/ hasilkan kemudi dengan pedoman/ Alat perahumu jua kekalkan/ 
Itulah jalan membetuli insan.” 
 
86  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Membina Minda dan Budaya Melayu Baru Melalui Perekayasaan 
Pendidikan Bangsa”. 
 
87 Ibid. p. 3. 
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 “Menurut Zainal Kling (1995) manusia Melayu melihat rupa dan paras jiwa 
berbentuk budi, iaitu satu peribadi yang mengandungi akal dan rasa. Budi 
adalah alam jiwa dan daya adalah geraklaku fizikal. Peribadi Melayu berwajah 
budi mengandungi persoalan akal dan rasa. Budi dianggap sebagai struktur 
dalaman Melayu atau struktur batiniah yang terpancar dari satu Hikmah yang 
tertinggi (Tuhan).”88 
 
The Malay community believes in appreciating one’s goodwill. However, as 
presented by Tenas Effendy in a seminar89 in 1992, it is insufficient to simply appreciate 
and receive kindness, kind acts or goodwill but one must also learn to give to others. 
This is the value that has to be instilled in the community, as it is a more progressive 
value as compared to appreciating goodwill. In his presentation, Tenas Effendy touched 
on the dual concept of ‘budi’. The concept can be characterized in both positive and 
negative light. The concept of ‘budi’ should not be a burden to the community. This is 
being uttered in the expression of ‘termakan budi’, which means that one is indebted to 
another for the help, assistance or goodwill rendered to him.  
 
The presentation by Tenas Effendy left an impact on a local academician and 
literary expert, Hadijah Rahmat who was also heading the MLCPRC. She presented the 
concept as part of the vision of Arif Budiman. In the vision, the concept of ‘budi’ is made 
the central value in Malay culture and thus, correcting and balancing the cultural aspect. 
 
 “[I]nsan budiman: ahli masyarakat yang meneguhkan lingkungan kehidupan 
bermasyarakat dengan rasa tanggungjawab, kebersamaan, kasih sayang dan 
saling menghargai antara satu sama lain, selain akur akan kesamaan dan 
keberlainan di antara kita”90 
 
According to Hadijah Rahmat, it is an excellent value and should be given proper 
attention. It is a value that is relevant till today. However, it is a concept that requires a                                                         
88  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Membina Minda dan Budaya Melayu Baru Melalui Perekayasaan 
Pendidikan Bangsa”, p. 3. 
 
89 Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, Sastera dan Manusia Baru. 
 
90 Cited in Azhar Ibrahim Alwee, Merungkai Konsep dan Pengertian Sosialnya. 
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new interpretation to make it more relevant to continue practicing it in today’s context. 
The concept of ‘budi’ has to be interpreted in both inner and outer domain. On the outer 
domain, it is understood as ‘sopan santun’ and ‘budi bahasa’. It can also be defined as ‘budi 
bicara’, meaning discretion in communication. 
 
Although this interpretation of ‘budi’ is important, MLCPRC believes that its 
definition has to be widened in order to remain relevant and progressive in nature. The 
relevance of this concept would only allow the younger generation to relate to the 
cultural heritage that it possesses.  
 
“Secara unggul, konsep ini jelas murni dan perlu dipertahankan, namun yang 
perlu dinilai semula ialah fahaman atau interpretasi masyarakat Melayu 
sendiri terhadap konsep budi ini.”91 
 
The concept of ‘budi’ is also closely related to the concept of knowledge in the 
Malay community. A person who is knowledgeable is one who possesses good 
personality and positive attributes as shown through the term ‘budi pekerti’ which implies 
that the individual has a good character or disposition. Knowledge is seen as a 
compliment to the ‘budi’ that is regarded as the highest level of excellence in man. 
 
“Adanya ilmu, mengandaikan adanya budi pekerti kerana ilmu adalah inti 
kepada budi yang mulia. Orang yang berilmu juga adalah orang yang berbudi 
mulia, berakhlak dan berhemah tinggi. Ada juga yang menganggap ilmu 
sebagai hiasan budi kerana matlamat keunggulan tertinggi ialah budi.”92 
 
 As such, the concept of ‘budi’ is highly valued in the Malay community. However, 
the concept of a person with ‘budi’, who is known as a ‘budiman’ is not the only criteria 
and thus does not suffice to produce a man of excellence. Therefore, the importance of 
knowledge is emphasized in the making of the ideal man that the vision of Arif Budiman 
                                                        
91  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Membina Minda dan Budaya Melayu Baru Melalui Perekayasaan 
Pendidikan Bangsa”, p. 5. 
 
92 Kamsiah Abdullah, Benih Budiman: Suatu Analisis Sosio-sejarah Persekolahan Melayu di Singapura. 
(Tanjong Malim: Penerbit Universiti Pendidikan Sultan Idris, 2007), p. 240. 
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has espoused though the curriculum. The ideal man has to possess wisdom. Thus, the 
concept of ‘arif’ is included in the vision of the Malay language education. 
 
With the inclusion of ‘budi’ in the vision of Arif Budiman, we can derive an 
understanding that dominant ideas on language and culture that shapes Malay Language 
education believes in the need to produce elites and in order to achieve that aim, there is 
a need to inculcate values. On the other hand, there is an inclination to look into the 
cultural aspect where this concept exists. 
 
The next concept of the vision of Arif Budiman that we will analyze briefly is the 
concept of ‘arif’. This term is derived from Arabic language, which means wisdom. This 
shows the rite of passage understood by groups in Malay community that see the 
influence of both Hindu and Arab culture being synthesized to form a unique Malay 
cultural heritage and identity. In addition, it also shows the coming of Islam in the Malay 
world as the catalyst that brought the Malay civilization to a higher level. It represents the 
change in the Malay community. Once again, it paints a picture that the vision of Arif 
Budiman is inclusive in nature. 
 
“Arif and Budiman are, respectively, from the Arabic for wisdom and Sanskrit 
for contributor. Thus the term Arif Budiman reflects the multicultural 
heritage that is embedded in Malay culture. Knowing the etymology of key 
terms in Malay such as these is an example of the kind of cultural and 
linguistic knowledge that the Committee would like to see in each ML 
teacher.”93 
 
The concept of ‘arif’ or wisdom is deemed as significant as there is always an 
emphasis for knowledge in society. In addition, the concept of knowledge evolves with 
time and the needs of time. For instance, the concept of knowledge is pertinent to the 
knowledge-based society that Singapore aspires to be. The concept of ‘arif’ in the vision 
of Arif Budiman emphasizes the need to be knowledgeable and well informed. A learned 
man who contributes to society has to be well read and exposed to different types of 
knowledge, and not just well versed in language per se.                                                         
93  Refer to Ministry of Education, “Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review 
Committee, Nov 2005”. 
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Therefore, the Malay language education is shaped in a manner where it 
functions as a platform to inculcate values and produce the learned man, the perfect 
gentleman, a man who knows his place, who espoused good values and one who can 
bring out the best in his self and in others. This has been delineated clearly in its 
curriculum. 
 
“Penerapan nilai budiman bertujuan untuk melahirkan manusia Melayu yang 
halus, berhati mulia, berakal, bijaksana, beradat, tahu membalas budi, cukup 
ajar dan sebagainya. Budi dan budiman ialah terus humanisme, morality dan 
etika Melayu, yang berpaksikan ketuhanan (ketauhidan) yang mampu 
meletakkan manusia ke darjat, harkat dan martabat tertinggi...Manusia 
Melayu yang memiliki nilai dan berorientasikan budi disebut sebagai manusia 
budiman yang melambangkan a total personality, a perfect gentleman. Dari 
konsep manusia budiman inilah lahir masyarakat budiman. Konsep budi dan 
budiman inilah teras kemanusiaan Melayu yang bukan self-centred, tetapi 
juga berpaksikan ketuhanan (God-centred).”94 
 
The vision of Arif Budiman is delineated in the 3 ‘Tahap’95 or level. Each ‘tahap’ 
presents the priorities in the teaching of Malay language and culture at each level of 
education. In an attempt to produce a learned person who contributes to society, 
students are to know and understand Malay language and culture as part of the 
multiracial Singapore.  
 
At secondary school level, students are to deepen understanding and appreciation 
of Malay language and culture in furtherance of nation building and lastly, at pre-
university, they are to contribute creatively to Malay language and culture in readiness for 
future challenges and opportunities prevented in a changing world.  
 
According to the review done by MLCPRC, there is a need for a different degree 
of engagement with regard to cultural content taught in class. The use of “more open-                                                        
94  Cited in Hadijah Rahmat, “Membina Minda dan Budaya Melayu Baru Melalui Perekayasaan 
Pendidikan Bangsa”, p. 4. 
 
95  Refer to Ministry of Education, “Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review 
Committee, Nov 2005”, p. 20. 
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ended and higher order thinking classroom activities are needed for students to explore, 
examine and own elements of their culture”, thus reinforcing the role of Malay language 
as a transmitter of heritage and traditions. 
 
“The Committee sees such higher order thinking as not merely the 
traditional preserve of Humanities subjects such as geography and history, 
but also of the study of language in general and the Mother Tongue in 
particular. Thus, the language skills and tasks that ML students, especially at 
the secondary school level, should become familiar with could include 
listening and speaking skills such as empathetic listening and negotiation as 
well as reading and writing skills such as evaluation of truth claims and 
exposition.”96 
 
Having understood the conceptualization of the vision of Arif Budiman, we can 
imply that this vision supports the dominant role of MTL as a cultural ballast and 
transmitter of heritage and values endeavoring to produce cultured persons through the 
teaching of values and cultural content in Malay language curriculum. It also sees the 
need to develop cultural elites of the future. 
 
The limitation of this study as it aims to look beyond the role Malay language in 
the education realm needs to drawn clearly. It is not the focus of this study to question 
the role that Malay language education has to subscribe to, and whether it should adhere 
to what has been determined by the language policies in Singapore. It is also not the 
focus of this study to judge whether the function it should play must or otherwise, be 
aligned with the objectives of MTL.  
 
Therefore, this study will analyze only three issues that have impacted the vision 
of Arif Budiman, based on the two main factors mentioned earlier. In the following 
chapters, we will focus on how the narrow definition of culture and the lack of critical 
approach towards the understanding of culture held by society would influence our 
journey towards the vision of producing a cultured person and a learned man as 
endeavored by Arif Budiman.                                                         
96  Refer to Ministry of Education, “Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review 
Committee, Nov 2005”, p. 21. 
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Chapter Two 
Methodology & Literature Review 
 
 
In this chapter, we will be looking at the selected methodology and literature 
review that are pertinent to this study. Earlier in Chapter One, we have briefly discussed 
Singapore’s educational landscape from a historical standpoint, starting from the 1956 
Report of All-Party Committee of the Singapore Legislative Assembly on Chinese 
Education. Chapter One has also delineated MTL’s function as cultural ballast and its 
role to provide a sense of identity, values and cultural heritage for the citizens through 
the education system. This underlying objective supports the aim of this study in 
identifying 2 main factors, 1) narrow definition of culture and 2) lack of critical approach 
towards the understanding of culture, that significantly affect the realization of Arif 
Budiman. 
 
Taking reference from the historical background of Singapore’s education system 
as mentioned in Chapter One, we are able to infer that the implementation of the 
bilingual education policy and the overarching framework of MTL policy have influenced 
the approach and type of Malay language education in Singapore. Based on these two 
major directives, we can infer that culture and values are the most important components 
that have been determined as the thrust of Malay language education.  
 
Therefore, this chapter will analyzed three key factors that have been identified to 
be pertinent in our study; language, culture and language policy. Many scholars and 
thinkers have discoursed on these factors extensively and it would be useful to highlight 
some of the articulations that have influenced the conception and definition of Malay 













In our study of the vision of Arif Budiman, language is one of the main factors 
that shaped the manner in which the education policies have been crafted. In fact, the 
bilingual education policy significant shows how language is an instrument of thought 
and analysis, and it is through language that one obtains knowledge and acquires the 
ability to communicate. But this study aims to study the role of language and suggests 
that it has to be re-defined beyond the premise of literal communication and basic 
acquisition of knowledge to a much higher level as delineated by Rustam Sani, a 
sociologist and political scientist:  
 
“Whether the language is efficiently, effectively and creatively used to 
communicate sophisticated modern ideas is a different question. To my 
mind, a language can only be considered truly and effectively the tool of 
communication in them and when the participants think and communicate 
their thoughts in the language.”97  
 
This challenges the usual parlance of understanding language simply as a 
communication tool in society. Here we see language is elevated to a state of relevance                                                         
97 Donaldo Macedo has discussed this issue widely. He highlights the argument that language 
does not exist in vacuum, “Under the notion that language exists in vacuum, the following facts 
are often ignored: 1) Meaning carried by language can never be analyzed in an isolated fashion. 
Meaning is always historically constructed, and it is a phenomenon of culture, a product of 
culture that is inherently ideological; 2) Language cannot exist apart from its speakers. It is 
humans that give meaning to signs, where the signifier becomes the signified. Language cannot 
exist as an autonomous code, detached from its speakers and contexts. It is a social as well as a 
cultural marker.” See Donaldo Macedo, The Hegemony of English, p. 31. 
 
Refer to Lee Kok Cheong, Language And Language Education. (Singapore: Singapore University 
Press, National University of Singapore, 1983). 
“Mere grammaticality in what one writes or speaks does not automatically generate 
understanding. Anyone using language is trying to achieve maximum communicational 
effectiveness, and this is the central concern of linguists. There can be understanding or 
communication without correctness of grammar, but sound grammaticality does not guarantee 
understanding; it may promote comprehension but it is not in itself a necessary condition for 
effective communication.”  Lee continues to discuss, “What is most significant now is to view 
language in a new light; it is important to consider how human beings actually use words to 
handle the communication situations they are called upon all the time to deal with in the real 
world, not some idealized world of the linguists.”, p. 2. 
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and exudes the notion of progressiveness. As such, it is important to view the 
progressiveness nature of a language by looking at the levels and types of discourse it is 
able to articulate. This is important, as the manner in which language is perceived would 
affect the language policy in a nation, especially if it is a tool used in nation building. 
 
The function of language needs to be comprehended more than just a mere 
communication tool. In fact, in the case of Singapore, language is clearly linked to 
political, economic and social needs as defined by the elites. Critical theorist, linguist and 
literacy expert, Donaldo Macedo, highlights the notion of language beyond the 
parameters of communication: 
  
“The real meaning of the language has to be understood through the 
assumptions that govern it and the social, political and ideological relations 
to which it points. Generally speaking, the issue of effectiveness and validity 
often hides the true role of language in the maintenance of the values and 
interests of the dominant class.”98 
 
Adding on to the relationship between language and values, Macedo also states, 
“language is not simply a technical system, a total of phonemes, morphemes, words and 
phrases, a code of signs of a particular form that enables members of a linguistic 
community to communicate.”99 This opposes the common understanding that language 
has to be taught only in technical terms to students. This is very much the case in 
Singapore schools, where there is a great emphasis on grammar and vocabulary with 
much linguistic jargons starting as early as in primary schools. Further more, Macedo 
attests that “men’s way of communicating not only reflects, but also produces and/or 
reproduces, specific ideologies, as well as the feelings, values and beliefs that invariably 
define their historical and social location.”100 As such, language holds the key to the 
dissemination of ideas and expressions. This understanding of language is very significant 
in Singapore’s context as MTL are expected to transmit traditions and values that have 
been pre-determined in order to meet the role of cultural bastions and to ensure the                                                         
98 Donaldo Macedo, The Hegemony of English. (London: Pluto, 2004), p. 13. 
 
99 Ibid., p. 25. 
 
100 Ibid., p. 25. 
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Asian identity is not lost. 
 
Since values and traditions are related to language, it is thus important to discuss 
the content of Malay language education, focusing on the cultural representation in 
school textbooks. This study seeks to present the argument that the curriculum needs to 
be applicable and relevant in meeting the needs of the society in order for the users to be 
cultured individuals as envisioned by the vision of Arif Budiman. As such, the type of 
terminology articulated, concepts taught and ideas presented in the curriculum should 
promote a notion of culture and language that is able to cultivate and empower for the 
production of a learned man. Indonesian writer and philosopher, Sutan Takdir 
Alisjahbana also affirms that language paints a picture of the culture adopted by the 
society: 
 
“Since the vocabulary of a language represents the totality of concepts and 
since the structure of the grammar of a language channels the expression of 
thoughts, ideas and feelings of a culture and thus mirrors the whole way of 
life and worldview of its users, there is a dialectical interplay between 
modernization of the languages and the modernization of the concept of 
thought in Asian and African societies and cultures.”101 
 
Here, this study takes into account that language is a carrier of culture and this 
understanding supports not only the MTL objective but the vision of Arif Budiman too. 
This addresses the problem of viewing language apart from culture as though they are 
two separate entities altogether. But the setback faced by the proponents of this 
alternative understanding is that it is more common for Malay language elites to place a 
greater value and emphasis on grammar and vocabulary as important102 components in 
                                                        
101 Sutan Takdir Alisjahbana, Language Planning For Modernization: The Case of Indonesia & Malaysia. 
(The Hague: Moutun, 1976), p. 14. 
 
102 Refer to Lee Kok Cheong, Language and Language Education, p. 1. Lee mentions that, “There 
has been a widening gap between theoretical linguistics and practical or applied linguistics. Yet 
the central concern of linguistics or language studies is the process of linguistic communication, 
i.e., communication between human beings…linguistic competence, i.e., grammatical 
competence, has been the focus of linguistic studies, the over-concentration or over-concern 
with regards to grammaticality has led linguists to lose sight of the fact that language has 
communicative reality.”  
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language education instead of discoursing on the cultural and heritage bit extensively. 
Here, Macedo warns that “by reducing language analysis to purely technicalities, they can 
more easily disarticulate a particular form of knowledge from other bodies of knowledge, 
thus preventing the interrelation of information necessary to gain a more critical reading 
of the complex nexus between language, culture, ideology, class, race, ethnicity and 
gender.”103 Here, we see that language education should also raise consciousness of the 
world, indicating the importance to stress on the interplay between text and context, so 
that we produce literate and thinking individuals. However, this is not to be implied that 
technicalities in language education should be excluded because it forms a significant part 
in learning a language. 
 
 In an attempt to understand the impediments that may limit the realization of 
the vision of Arif Budiman via Malay language education, there is a need to look for 
alternative perspectives on language. This study has chosen to utilize Brazilian 
philosopher and leading advocate of critical pedagogy, Paulo Freire’s perspective on 
language and the importance of being in touch with the world, based on one’s context 
and time. This is substantial in our study as we hope to offer a Malay language education 
that aims to produce learned men who are experts in traditions and comprehend the 
values uphold by the community.  
 
As Macedo has already highlighted the need to move away from an over-
emphasis on language technicalities, it is also essential that this study highlight the need 
for Malay language to remain relevant to the learner, where he can make sense of his 
environment and issues. Here, Freire mentions that, “the act of learning to read and 
write has to start from a very comprehensive understanding of the act of reading the                                                                                                                                                               
Thus, there has been an inclination to look at language technicalities and problematize language 
without any reference or thought on its relation to the manner in which language has 
transformed ideology and vice-versa. Macedo puts it aptly, “language educators and most 
sociolinguists have been so deeply ingrained in a positivistic method of inquiry that they have, 
sometimes unknowingly, reproduced the dominant ideological elements that ignore the 
asymmetry of power relations as mediated by language, especially issues of language and race, 
language and gender, and how the interaction of these factors molds particular identities. In their 
blind embrace of linguistic neutrality, most language educators and sociolinguists allow their 
programs to be plagued by the constant debate over scientific rigor and methodological 
refinements, a debate that often hides language issues of a more serious nature.” See Donaldo 
Macedo, The Hegemony of English, p. 17. 
 
103  Read Donaldo Macedo, The Hegemony of English. 
 
 49 
world, something which human beings do before reading the words. Even historically, 
human beings first changed the worlds, secondly proclaimed the world and then wrote 
the words…they started by freeing the hand, grasping the world.”104 In other words, the 
language education needs to go beyond providing the means of technical literacy and 
knowing how to read and write and basic communication. This is what this study hopes 
to present in understanding the challenges faced by the vision of Arif Budiman by looking 
at the fundamental issue of language and how it has been perceived. 
 
The function of language that empowers the speaker to give perspectives, take 
sides and understand the happenings of the world is seen from the user’s conception of 
the world, and this would then be translated into the language he speaks. This function 
of language is crucial if one is to espouse the vision of Arif Budiman. The learned man 
delineated by the vision of Arif Budiman needs to form the connection between Malay 
language, the world he lives in and thus, having the consciousness to contribute for 
society’s betterment. This is further elaborated by Freire: “Language also assures the 
power of envisagement: because we can name the world and thus hold it in mind, we can 
reflect on its meaning and imagine a changed world. Language is the means to a critical 
consciousness, which in turn, is the means of conceiving of change and of making 
choices to bring about further transformations.”105  
 
Taking reference from Freire’s view on language as a form of means to inculcate 
and develop critical consciousness, this study aims to highlight the various function of 
language beyond the technicalities and the link between language and culture, both 
influencing the development or backwardness of the other, and therefore, this notion is 
related to the vision of Arif Budiman. Malay language education aims to produce a 
cultured man as expressed in its vision, and so, it is important that the curriculum 
designed for Malay language learners is constructed in such a way that it allows for the 
procurement of this aim and so, the first step is to review its perceptions towards what 
language is and the functions it should play in society. 
 
                                                        
104 Paulo Freire, Literacy: Reading the Word & the World. (South Hadley, Mass: Bergin & Garvey 
Publishers, 1987), p. xiii. 
 
105 Ibid., p. xv. 
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Karl Marx, a German philosopher and sociologist, highlights the importance of 
language that portrays the manner in which society makes sense of the world and gives 
sense to the words so that these words contribute to life. He mentions; 
 
 “Language is the immediate actuality of thought. Just as philosophers have 
given thought an independent existence, so they had to make language into 
an independent realm. This is the secret of philosophical language, in which 
thoughts in the form of words have their own content, the problem of 
descending from the world of thoughts to the actual world is turned into the 
problem of descending from language to life.”106 
 
This is a relevant issue to include in this study as a learned man as envisioned by 
Arif Budiman needs to be express the culture, including the worldview and insights that is 
expressed and uniquely belongs to his community. 
 
In this study, it is also important that we take into account the role of language 
education as Robin Tolmach Lakoff, a linguist, has highlighted: “language is, and has 
always been, the means by which we construct and analyze what we call “reality”107 and 
“language not only has the ability to allocate political power for all of us as a society, it 
also is the means and the medium by which we construct and understand ourselves as 
individuals, as coherent creatures, and also as members of a culture, a cohesive unit.”108 
This relates well to this study as the vision calls for the learned individuals to be experts 
in language and culture, to ensure its preservation and development. Hence, Malay 
language education needs to provide a curriculum where individuals are able to form the 
connections between language, culture and society. 
 
Malaysian philosopher, Kassim Ahmad attests on the “close relationship between 
mental development and culture. A style of thinking that is free, critical, dynamic and 
progressive will produce a creative and scientific culture. For us to develop this style of                                                         
106 Marnie Holborow, The Politics of English: A Marxist View of Language. (London: Thousand Oaks, 
1999), p. 21. 
 
107 Robin Tolmach Lakoff, The Language War. (London: University of California Press, 2001), 
p.20. 
 
108 Ibid., p. 21. 
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thinking, we need to change our conceptualization of development. It should be seen as 
a process that integrates the development of mental, moral and materialism.”109 Relating 
this to the vision of Arif Budiman discussed in this study, there is no doubt that language 





The next important factor discussed in this study is culture. By emphasizing on the 
aim of the vision of Arif Budiman – to produce a cultured person through the Malay 
language education, it is imperative that we seek to present culture has been characterized 
and described from different lenses. Culture reflects the weltanschauung of a society, the 
way society form its views as well as determines the norms that are accepted in that 
society. The way society is developed is very much dependent on the type of culture and 
worldview it holds on to. Henry Giroux alludes that culture is a determinant factor as 
well as the catalyst for the construction of society: 
 
“Culture is the terrain where consciousness is shaped, needs are constructed, 
and the capacity for self-reflection and social change are nurtured and 
produced. Culture has assumed an unparalleled significance in shaping the 
language, values, and ideologies that legitimate the structures and 
organizations that support the imperatives of global capitalism.”110 
 
 In this study, culture is a major component in MTL education and one of its 
components, values, has been emphasized greatly in the formation and implementation 
of the vision of Arif Budiman. As suggested by Indonesian anthropologist, 
                                                        
109 Kassim Ahmad, “Rancangan Melaysia Kelima 1986-1990: Pembangunan Intelek dan Budaya 
di Mana?”, Dewan Budaya, November 1989. p.10. 
“Memang ada hubungan yang erat antara pembangunan mental dan kebudayaan. Kebudayaan 
kreatif dan saintifik hanya boleh dihasilkan oleh pemikiran yang bebas, kritikal, dinamik dan 
progresif. Untuk membangunkan pemikiran seperti ini, konsep pembangunan kita mestilah 
diubah. Pembangunan haruslah dianggap sebagai satu proses yang bersepadu antara 
pembangunan mental, moral dan material.” 
 
110 Henry A. Giroux, The Abandoned Generation: Democracy Beyond The Culture of Fear. (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), p. 55. 
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Koentjaraningrat, culture can also be understood as a system of values that is considered 
important in the life of the community: 
 
 “…cultural system is one network system of abstract concepts that live in 
thoughts of the majority group in society, determining what is regarded as 
important to that particular society.”111 
 
In Singapore, culture is defined as race or ethnicity, and her people are categorized 
into 4 main cultural groups namely Chinese, Malay, India and Others 112 . It is also 
common to characterize each race with these subheadings; religion, festivals, arts and 
food. An example is portrayed online on various websites such as YourSingapore113 and 
Singapore Expats. 
 
“The old streets of Chinatown can still be seen; the Muslim characteristics 
are still conspicuous in Arab Street; and Little India along Serangoon Road 
still has its distinct ambience. Furthermore, there are marks of the British 
colonial influence in the Neo-Classical buildings all around the city. Each 
racial group has its own distinctive religion and there are colorful festivals of 
special significance all year round. Although the festivals are special to 
certain races, it is nonetheless enjoyed by all.”114 
                                                         
111 Achadiati Ikram, “Citra Kepimpinan dalam Sastera Melayu Lama,” in Othman Puteh, Teks 
Cerminan Nilai Budaya Bangsa. (Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1997), p. 219.  
“…sistem nilai budaya adalah suatu rangkaian konsep abstrak yang hidup dalam alam fikiran 
sebahagian besar warna suatu masyarakat, tentang apa yang harus dianggap penting dalam 
hidupnya.” 
 
112 There are four categories: Chinese, Malay, Indian, and Other, the so-called CMIO model, 
which has its roots in the census classifications used by the colonial power. These categories are 
called races more often than ethnicity or ethnic group in the Singaporean context. Up until 2011, a 
child would take on his or her father’s race but lately, there are much debate on determining the 
ethnicity of a child, partly due to the rising number of mixed marriages as well the influx of 




Accessed on 10 June 2013. 
 
114 http://www.singaporeexpats.com/about-singapore/culture-and-language.htm.  
Accessed on 10 June 2013. 
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This is in contrast to the identity issue that the nation had to grapple with during 
the tumultuous times where Singapore had just overcome the dilemma of ‘Malaysian 
Malaysia’ versus that of a ‘Malay Malaysia’. At this point in time, the ethnic diversity is 
not encouraged as observed in our national pledge, “regardless of race, language and 
religion.” 
 
“The English-educated ‘are the group nearest to the norm of what a Malayan 
should be… [f]or in no other educational group has there developed more 
homogeneity of attitudes, of values and social cohesion, cutting across racial 
and cultural lines’; the English-educated have ‘the feeling of oneness which 
results from a common experience.”115 
 
As a result, a shared culture is often articulated. But this ‘shared culture’ is defined 
in terms of food, common use of technology and economic beliefs. 
 
“…Malays, Chinese and Indians live under common [political and] economic 
institutions and respond to the pressure of 20th century economic practices 
and beliefs. The introduction of modern technological innovations – the 
radio, cinema, motorcars, electricity and so on – has made for greater 
uniformity of attitudes and behaviour... We not only eat and appreciate one 
another's food but many kinds of foods are commonly shared – rice, coffee, 
butter, tinned food-stuffs, beer, spirits and so on.”116 
 
Another commonly referred to definition of culture in Singapore would be to view 
it as high aesthetics culture. During the earlier years of nation building, certain culture are 
not encouraged while some are considered as important as this has an impact on what 
constitutes as culture these days. Lee Kuan Yew, the Prime Minister of Singapore then 
has mentioned;  
 
“We are hoping to build a modern society in which everybody will have a 
better life because we will have factories to make more and more of the                                                         
115 Read PM Lee Kuan Yew’s Address to University of Singapore Students, 1961. 
 
116 Read Petir 1960. 
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things which make life easier... Recitation of poetry and writing of essays are 
important things in a civilized society. But important also is the turning of 
screws and lathes. They make our modern world hum.”117 
 
And then, there is also a struggle to be known as a cultured nation, defined as one 
that is culturally vibrant. Terms such as  “Global City for the Arts” and “cultured and 
sophisticated” city exuding “confidence, charm and creativity” are often articulated. It 
seems that Singapore is moving towards a future where “culture and the arts are 
mobilized to animate and add character to the city”.118 Thus, it is inevitable that culture 
and the arts would color our fabric of life, especially with the many arts grants, world-
class facilities such as the Esplanade and the new School of the Arts (SOTA) already in 
full swing, on top of the already established art schools like LASALLE College of the 
Arts and Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA). 
 
Sutan Takdir Alisjahbana mentions that if culture were everything that is thought 
of and acted out by society, then the arts would provide the humanity, aesthetics, 
balance, equilibrium, sublimation, and rhythm to culture. Without these values, man will 
be reduced to a beast consumed by economy or power.”119 As such, the notion of arts 
must be one that empowers individuals, in this case, students must be able to appreciate 
performing arts and traditional handicrafts as forms of culture that speak and live beyond 
the concept of time. 
 
In this study, we will be looking at the relationship between the understanding of 
culture and Malay language education. One of Indonesia’s most-respected journalists and 
                                                        
117 Read National Day address, 3 June 1961. 
 
118 Read “Singapore aims to be a Global City for the Arts: A Cosmopolis plugged into the international network 
where the world’s talents and ideas naturally converge and multiply”, (MITA, 2000, p. 10). Accessed on 
http://www.mita.gov.sg. 
 
119 Mochtar Lubis, Budaya, Masyarakat dan Manusia Indonesia. (Jakarta: Yayasan Obor Indonesia, 
1992), p. 83. 
 “Jika kebudayaan dirumuskan sebagai segala apa yang dipikirkan dan dilakukan manusia, maka 
seni merupakan unsur yang amat penting yang memberi wajah manusiawi, unsur-unsur 
keindahan, keselarasan, keseimbangan, perspektif, irama, harmoni, proporsi dan sublimasi 
pengalaman manusia, pada kebudayaan. Tanpa nilai-nilai ini maka manusia akan jatuh menjadi 
binatang ekonomi atau kekuasaan belaka.” 
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literary figure, Mochtar Lubis120 mentioned that the key to community’s success of a 
progressive culture lies in education; where it equips the society with in-depth 
information and vast knowledge that is required to face the challenges now and in the 
future.121 Here, we are able to draw parallels with the vision of Arif Budiman, the MTL 
objective as well as the bilingual education policy that see the importance of culture in 
ensuring Singapore’s progress. 
 
 Education is one of the key factors that will empower and enable the younger 
generation to take responsibility of developing their own culture, equipped with the 
strength to face various challenges today and in the future. As such, a heightened cultural 
understanding and appreciation is essential as students are exposed to the notion of 
culture in schools. However, with the form of culture that has been presented in schools, 
it is seen as though MTL is the only subject that is related to culture. This narrow 
understanding opposes the aim of the vision of Arif Budiman as the learned men should 
be conscious and knowledgeable in culture in a comprehensive perspective. Here, literary 
theorist and critic, Terry Eagleton challenges the notion of restricting culture to a certain 
domain. In fact, all fields of knowledge should be developed as part of culture. He 
mentions: 
 
 “Culture here means a body of artistic and intellectual work of agreed value, 
along with the institutions which produce, disseminate and regulate it. In this 
fairly recent meaning of the word, culture is both symptom and solution. If 
culture is an oasis of value, then it offers a solution of sorts. But if learning 
and the arts are the sole surviving enclaves of creativity, then we are most 
certainly in dire trouble. Under what social conditions does creativity 
                                                        120 Mochtar Lubis is an Indonesian Batak journalist and novelist who co-founded the newspaper, 
Indonesia Raya. He founded and co-founded numerous magazines and foundations, including the 
Obor Indonesia Foundation in 1970, Horison magazine, and the Indonesian Green Foundation. 
He has been described as a "renaissance man par excellence" and a "press freedom champion".  
121 Mochtar Lubis, Budaya, Masyarakat dan Manusia Indonesia, p. 257. 
“Karena itu, kunci kemajuan suatu bangsa untuk dapat berkembangnya kebudayaan yang ampuh 
dan memiliki kekuatan yang diperlukan untuk menghadapi demikian banyak tantangan di hari ini 
dan hari esok, adalah pendidikan yang sanggup melengkapi anggota-anggota masyarakatnya 
dengan informasi dan pengetahuan yang luas dan mendalam.” 
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become confined to music and poetry, while science, technology, politics, 
work and domesticity become drearily prosaic?122 
 
As such, it is hope that this stuffy will spur greater awareness and emphasis on the 
manner in which culture is defined in a society because it affects Malay language 
education, especially in the context of Singapore where MTL plays the role of cultural 
ballast and transmitter of heritage and values. The Malay language curriculum that 
learners are exposed to would further perpetuate the same kind of simplistic 
understanding. This will create a narrow definition of culture and uncritical approach 
towards the understanding of culture that would not enable society to produce cultured 
and learned men as envisioned by Arif Budiman. Malay language education must prevent 
or distance itself from essentializing culture and subscribing to a list of fixed traits. By 
putting a fixed trait to culture, the idea of the culture is immobilized, as there are 
definitive traits that have to be adhered to in order to prove that is it peculiar to a certain 
group and thus, homogenous This also implies that a culture is static instead of dynamic 
in nature. In this study, we hope to show how a narrow definition of culture and a lack 
of critical approach towards understanding of culture is a real issue in affecting the 





Language policy in a country will also significantly influence its education system. 
But before we embark on discussing the language policy, it is necessary to briefly 
comprehend the type of education system that may contribute to the realization of the 
vision of Arif Budiman. According to a renowned sociologist, Syed Hussein Alatas123, an 
education system must fulfill some basic objectives for it to be worthy enough to be 
called an educational system. These basic objectives are:  
                                                         
122 Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture. (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2000), p. 21. 
 
123  Syed Hussein Alatas was a Malaysian academician, sociologist, founder of social science 
organizations, and politician. He was Vice-Chancellor of the University of Malaya in the 1980s, 
and formed the Parti Gerakan Rakyat Malaysia (Gerakan). Syed Hussein wrote several books on 
corruption, multi-racialism, imperialism, and intellectual captivity as part of the colonial, and post 
colonial, project, the most famous being The Myth of the Lazy Native. 
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“(a) to acquire the necessary knowledge for living within the social and 
cultural system; (b) to acquire understanding of human and non-human life 
forms as well as other phenomena in the universe; (c) to ensure the spiritual, 
moral, psychological and intellectual development of the personality in the 
condition of physical well being; (d) to develop the proper sense of civic 
consciousness and social solidarity and (e) to attain good life”124 
 
Alatas’s ideas on education as mentioned above is sufficient to be used as a basis 
of what a language education should also aspire to achieve as its basic objectives. 
Linguist M.A.K. Halliday mentions, “Language has been used as a means to convey the 
accumulated knowledge and wisdom of the human race. It is also used as a tool to teach 
the student the basic skills that is expected and needed later in life. In addition, the 
student is given some practice in using language to find things out for themselves.”125 
 
Hence, language is a vital component in life and it is closely linked to the type of 
knowledge acquired in his years of education, formal or otherwise. It is inevitable that 
language policy in Singapore has taken into account the need to determine the position 
of language in its education system in order to meet the desired outcomes of education. 
Thus, language education has to take into account the various language discourse and 
policies that are influenced by various factors. 
 
Here, language planning is of utmost importance as it affects the social, economy 
and political needs of a nation. In the case of Malay language in Singapore, the bilingual 
education system and standardization of Malay language, including its pronunciation, 
bears significant impact on how language and culture is perceived. The main tenets of 
the Singaporean language policy can be found in its official language policy and in 
educational bilingualism, the two being linked in several ways.  
 
Using the bilingual education policy as our starting point, one is unable to deny the 
government’s efforts to entrench the three MTL, with greater intensity in the 1970s.                                                         
124  Syed Hussein Alatas, “The Philosophical Foundation of General Education: The 
Development of the Intellect,” Akademika, 53, July 1998, p.78.  
 
125 Read Halliday, M.A.K., Learning How to Mean, Explorations in the Development of Language. (United 
Kingdom: Edward Arnold, 1975). 
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Here, we look at how language plays an important role in nation building, to the extent 
of transcending into the educational realm. Wendy Borkhost-Heng notes that: 
 
“Why Lee Kuan Yew and his government were so concerned about the 
failure of the bilingual policy has to do with their view of language meaning, 
with their assumptions of what “good” society is, and with how they 
understood the role of language and especially the bilingual policy in the 
imagining of that society.”126 
 
She also notes that this “proscriptive definition of bilingualism has thus made 
bilingualism more a policy about homogenization than heterogeneity, and more about 
linguistic purism than diversity.”127 Therefore, it is not uncommon to use language as a 
tool for nation building and social reconstruction, especially for a young nation like 
Singapore.128  
 
 “…beyond this educational issue of choice of language(s) of instruction, 
medium of instruction policies are also linked to a range of important socio-
political issues including globalization, migration, labor policy, elite 
competition, and the distribution of economic resources and political 
power.”129                                                          
126 Wendy Bokhorst-Heng, “Singapore’s Speak Mandarin Campaign” In The Language, Ethnicity 
and Race Reader, eds Roxy Harris and Ben Rampton. (London & New York: Routledge, 2003). p. 
171. 
 
127 Ibid., p. 170. 
 
128 To discuss briefly, the bilingual education policy is adopted as mentioned by Selamat Omar in 
Pertemuan Guru-guru Nusantara ke-5; 1) National integration; 2) To preserve ethnic identity; 3) 
to ensure culture, heritage and traditions are not lost and 4) to increase the prospect of job 
opportunities.  
 
“Integrasi nasional dapat dipertingkatkan kerana melalui dasar pendidikan dwibahasa sangat besar 
kemungkinannya dapat diwujudkan komunikasi antara berbilang kaum di sini. Melalui Sistem 
Pendidikan Dwibahasa akan dapat diterapkan pada diri setiap individu untuk mengenali identiti 
masyarakatnya sendiri dan masyarakat disekelilinginya. Dalam Sistem Pendidikan Dwibahasa di 
Singapura, pengajaran bahasa ibunda ialah untuk mengekalkan kebudayaan, tradisi dan warisan 
pemilik bahasa itu. Dari Sistem Pendidikan Dwibahasa akan dapat diwujudkan secara lebih 
meluas prospek dan peluang-peluang mendapatkan pekerjaan.”   
129 Read Tollefson, J.W. & Tsui, A.B.M., Medium of Instruction Policies: Which Agenda. Whose Agenda, 
(New Jersey: LEA Publishers, 2004). 
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A useful explanation on the importance of the mother tongues in Singaporean 
language policy is given by Lubna Alsagoff who mentions that language, in government 
policy, is always referred to “in utilitarian, pragmatic terms, divorced from emotional 
ties”, where English, the only non-mother tongue official language, is framed as 
“cultureless” in that it is “disassociated from Western culture” in order to prevent 
corrupted Western values and to heighten its status as a “global rather than a Western 
language”.130  
 
Although this study does not intend to discuss the pros and cons of a bilingual 
education policy, it is imperative to be informed of the differing opinions. There is 
extensive research done showing that the bilingual policies implemented around the 
world have their own limitations. Some limitations noted include the different level of 
exposure to two languages and usage and how this is influenced by modernization and 
political needs, thus affecting the level of effective bilingualism. 
 
“No society is so organised that its citizens are required to manipulate two 
codes with equal proficiency in all aspects of life; bilingualism normally 
implies linguistic compartmentalisation both on an individual and societal 
level, and such compartmentalisation shifts across time, according to the 
needs of both the society and its members, as a function of social and 
geographical mobility, demographic pressures, technological changes and 
political priorities.”131 
 
As delineated by the bilingual education policy in Singapore, it is clear that the 
bilingual policy aims to promote English as the main tool of communication and at the 
same time, promote a society that only speak 3 other languages, sidelining many dialects 
and more apparently, the languages of the Indian community. Thus, the aim of the 
bilingual education policy to also touch on “the learning of a whole value system, a whole 
                                                        
130 Lubna Alsagoff, 2007. “Singlish: Negotiating culture, capital and identity” In Language, Capital, 
Culture, ed. Viniti Vaish, Saravanan Gopinathan, & Liu Yongbing, p. 36. 
 
131  Roksana Bibi Abdullah, Bahasa Melayu Di Singapura: Pengalihan dan Pengekalan. (Singapore: 
DeeZed Consult, 2003), p. 59. 
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philosophy of life, that can maintain the fabric of our society”132 may not be viable due to 
the above factors. 
 
As mentioned earlier, it is adequate to note the existence of various arguments with 
regard to the bilingual education policy, as it is not the main task of this study to justify 
its implementation. This study would only focus on the reasons for the implementation 
of the bilingual education policy in Singapore and how it affects MTL, including Malay 
language. Here, the focus would be on the role it plays as a cultural ballast and 
transmitter of heritage and values. This will set the tone as we highlight the 2 main 





There are various arguments and findings that influence the discourse on the 
standard pronunciation in Malay language, more widely known as sebutan baku. Some of 
the proponents of this advocacy believe that it is part of the entire standardization 
process that will lead to the development of Malay language. Others feel that a total 
standardization is an impossible task as mentioned below: 
 
“Standardization is motivated in the first place by various social, political and 
commercial needs and is promoted in various ways, including the use of the 
writing system, which is relatively easily standardized; but absolute 
standardization of a spoken language is never achieved (the only fully 
standardized language is a dead language). Therefore it seems appropriate to 
speak more abstractly of standardization as an ideology, and a standard 
language as an idea in the mind rather than a reality – a set of abstract norms 
to which actual usage may conform to a greater or lesser extent.”133 
                                                         
132 Wendy Bokhorst-Heng, “Singapore’s Speak Mandarin Campaign” In The Language, Ethnicity 
and Race Reader, eds Roxy Harris and Ben Rampton. (London & New York: Routledge, 2003). p. 
171. 
 
133  James & Lesley Milroy, Authority in Language: Investigating Language Prescription & 
Standardisation. (New York: Routledge, 1999), p.21. 
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As a start, it is imperative to note that the understanding on the concept of 
standardization is a constant debate as the common perspective is rather myopic. One of 
the reasons for this is because users of Malay language tend to get confused with 1) what 
is considered as bahasa baku and 2) what sebutan baku means, which contributes to the 
politics of pronunciation in Malay language. 
 
And then, we have the alternative viewpoint on that judges the implementation 
of sebutan baku as irrelevant. The basis of sebutan baku that relies on the way words are 
being spelled has been challenged many times. Malaysian linguist, Asmah Haji Omar has 
debated that spelling in Malay is not phonetic but graphemic, meaning that one phoneme 
may have more than one type of sound. She mentions, “From the linguistic point of 
view, a spelling based pronunciation is only feasible if the language is phonetically 
written. To have a phonetically written language, especially one that represents a whole 
language area and is accepted by speakers of the entire area is one that is not easily 
achieved. Neither is it practical. The spelling of Malay in Malaysia (and of Indonesia and 
Brunei) is not phonetic; it is graphemic. Hence, the dictum, pronunciation according to 
spelling, has misfired.”134 She has further deliberated that, “another factor which explains 
the inconsistency in the spelling systems of most languages is that the spelling systems 
are not wholly phonemic. This is due to the fact that in a particular alphabet system, for 
instance, some symbols represent phonemes while others represent phones.”135 
 
In fact, it is common for users of Malay language to fluctuate between the two 
varieties of pronunciation in their speech. Asmah Haji Omar also attests that, “I have all 
these years referred to the two standard pronunciation of Malay in Malaysia as the a-
variety (the Kedah based norm inclusive of the one used in Sabah and Sarawak), and the 
schwa variety (the Johor based norm). These two varieties have been in co-existence for 
a very long time in official language use. It is not unusual for speakers to fluctuate 
between these two varieties in their speech.”136 This is also the case in Singapore, where 
the compulsory implementation of sebutan baku exists only in formal situation.                                                          
134  Asmah Haji Omar, The Linguistic Scenery in Malaysia. (Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan 
Pustaka, 1992), p.173. 
 
135 Asmah Haji Omar, Essays on Malaysian Linguistics. (Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 
Kementerian Pelajaran Malaysia, 1975), p.73. 
 
136 Asmah Haji Omar, The Linguistic Scenery in Malaysia, p.172. 
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 Even in the implementation of sebutan baku, the emphasis in ensuring the right 
pronunciation lacks uniformity due to the different understanding of sebutan baku itself. 
The most obvious aspect highlights that the concept of sebutan baku is not about 
pronouncing the vowel ‘a’ that is located at the end of the word. If the basis of sebutan 
baku is to pronounce as it is spelt, every phoneme has to be pronounced clearly, “The 
concept of sebutan baku is not about pronouncing the vowel ‘a’ which is located at the 
end of the word. If the basis of sebutan baku is to pronounce as it is spelt, every phonem 
has to be pronounced clearly, and it should not just be about changing the sound of the 
last syllable that ends with the vocal ‘a’.”137 
 
However, many users including teachers and students tend to overemphasize the 
pronunciation of ‘a’ in their speech, without understanding that sebutan baku calls for the 
right pronunciation of not the vowel ‘a’ alone. For instance, many users in their attempt 
to speak in sebutan baku pronounce the ‘k’ in words like ‘katak’ (frog) and ‘gagak’ (crow), 
without realizing it is a glottal stop and thus, the ‘k’ sound is very subtle. 
 
 On the other hand, pronunciation of loanwords from Arabic language is aligned 
to the manner in which they are being pronounced in that language although the Malay-
nized version is still accepted.138 For instance, the Arabic word, ‘qadi’ is also written and 
pronounced as ‘kadi’. This is due to several disagreements from members of the 
community, including the asatizah group, that a ‘Malay-nized’ Arabic word changes the 
meaning of those words. 
 
Thus, the theory of one sound per phoneme is debatable if used to justify the 
implementation of sebutan baku. On one side, this theory is said to offer the most 
effective method of teaching and learning Malay as most Malay language teachers teach 
the language by breaking down the syllables in words. As argued by some language elites, 
                                                        
137 Berita Harian, 5 November 1992, “Bahasa: Biar Baku, Jangan Beku”. 
“Sebutan baku pula bukanlah hanya menukar sebutan bunyi akhir pada vocal ‘a’ seperti ‘ape’ 
kepada ‘apa’, ‘ mane’ kepada ‘mana’, ‘bile’ kepada ‘bila’ sahaja, malah sebutan baku juga 
menyeragamkan variasi sebutan yang selama ini sering mengelirukan para pelajar.” 
 
138 Berita Harian, 3 December 1992, “Langkah Penuh Tekad”. 
“Rupanya tidak, terdapat beberapa pengadilan dalam sebutan. Contohnya, sebutan Arab perlu 
kekal sedapat-dapatnya dalam ujaran Arab. Atau, sedapat-dapatnya, pengekalan itu 
mencerminkan cara ejaan jawi.” 
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who are pro-sebutan baku, it provides a more consistent system that links alphabets and 
sounds. 
 
However, this study will not discuss whether sebutan baku should be implemented 
and whether it is relevant in our Singapore context. Instead, this study will look at how 
culture has been understood in society and how this has been translated in the Malay 
language education via the advocacy of sebutan baku. We will also look at how this 
implementation further perpetuates a certain definition of culture as well the kind of 
approach adopted towards understanding culture. Furthermore, the advocacy of sebutan 
baku starts in schools and this clearly proves that it is regarded as one of the more 
dominant issues, given the amount of resources and level of importance that has been 





In view of the varying perspectives of the key issues mentioned earlier, this study 
would utilize some insights gained from reading Hungarian-born sociologist, Karl 
Mannheim’s discussion on sociology of knowledge.139 In general, Mannheim stresses on 
the importance of comprehending the relationship between ideas and the social                                                         
139 Various insights of sociology if knowledge as discussed by Mannheim have been used in 
works of some scholars in Malay studies. This can be observed in the works of Syed Hussein 
Alatas, The Myth of the Lazy Native. (London: Frank Cass, 1977), Shahruddin Maaruf, Malay Ideas 
on Development: From Feudal Lord to Capitalist. ( Singapore: Times Book International, 1988), 
Sharifah Maznah Syed Omar, Myths and the Malay Ruling Class. (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 
1993) and Noor Aisha Abdul Rahman, Colonial image of Malay Adat Laws : A Critical Appraisal of 
Studies on Adat Laws in the Malay Peninsula During the Colonial Era and Some Continuities. (Leiden : 
Brill, 2006). 
 
In this study, we will enumerate the summary of its perspective as provided by Alexander Kern, 
which has helped us to understand some insights pertinent here with regard to Mannheim’s 
sociology of knowledge. “First, select a period for study and pick problem to be treated, setting 
up the leading concept and its opposite. Second, on the initial level of imputation analyze all the 
works involved, trace them to the central common idea, for example, transcendentalism, and 
produce a structural type which makes the Weltanschauung clear. Third, analyze the works and see 
to what extent they fit the construction. Blends and crossings of viewpoints within each work 
will be pointed out, and the actual history of the thought style will be charted. Fourth, ...by going 
behind the Weltanschauung, seek to derive the structure and tendencies of thought style from the 
compositions of the groups, classes, generations which express themselves in that mode. Fifth, 
explain the direction of development of the body of thought ‘through the structural situation and 
the changes it undergoes’ and ‘through the constantly varying problems raised by the changing 
structure.’” Please read, “The Sociology of Knowledge in the Study of Literature,” in Milton C. 
Albercht, et. Al (eds) The Sociology of Art and Literature (Londong: Duckworth, 1970), pp. 553-561.  
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conditions that allows for the development of certain ideas and expressions in society. 
Sociology of knowledge highlights the contestation of ideas among these social groups 
and that ideas do not exist in vacuum but are socially constructed. As such, thoughts, 
values and style of thinking are shaped by the social conditions in which they lived in. 
This study suggests that the divergence of ideas and thoughts articulated in the three 
issues that will be discussed later in this study arises because each issue is very much 
influenced or conditioned by the worldview of the social groups or individuals who 
determine and promote a particular understanding of Malay language and culture. 
 
“…The sociology of knowledge concerns itself not merely with the ideas and 
modes of thinking that happen to flourish, but with the whole setting in 
which this occurs. This must necessarily take account of the factors that are 
responsible for the acceptance or the rejection of certain ideas by certain 
groups in society, and of the motives and interests that prompt certain 
groups consciously to promote these ideas and to disseminate them among 
wider sections.”140 
 
Furthermore, we are interested to understand the manner in which ideas or 
concepts of language and culture have impacted the vision of the Malay language 
education- Arif Budiman. From our discussion of the three selected issues, we hope to be 
able to infer the type of preoccupations, concerns and emphases that are taken into 
account and thus, influenced the attainment of the vision. Again, it is good to remind 
ourselves that “the absence of certain concepts indicates very often not only the absence 
of certain point of view, but also the absence of a definite drive to come to grips with 
certain life problems.”141 
 
In analyzing the issues raised and impacts that arise with regard to the vision of 
Arif Budiman, we need to take into account that the inclinations of ideas, according to 
Mannheim, are rooted in a particular historical and social environment, whereby different 
groups in society developed and presented various opinions and perspectives based on 
the group interest. Mannheim explains;                                                         
140  Karl Mannheim, Ideology & Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge. (London: A 
Harvest Book, 1985), p. xxviii. 
 
141 Ibid., p. 274. 
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 “The ideas expressed by the subject are thus regarded as functions of his 
existence, this means that opinions, statements, propositions, and system of 
ideas are not taken at their face value but are interpreted in the light of the 
life-situation of the one who expresses them. It signifies further that the 
specific character and life-situation of the subject influence his opinions, 
perceptions, and interpretations.”142 
 
Basically, Mannheim emphasizes the importance of understanding the relationship 
between ideas and social condition that has taken place in the development of human 
thought. As such, this study hopes to show how certain standpoints, ideas and opinions 
are connected with certain form of experiences and beliefs, and to identify and 
understand how these two interacts in the course of social and intellectual change in 
Malay language education, focusing on the vision of Arif Budiman.  
 
Although, there are various ideas presented in society, but for this study, it is 
sufficient to employ the understanding that “opinions, statements, propositions, and 
systems of ideas are not taken as their face value but are interpreted in the light of the 
life-situation of the one who expresses them. It signifies further that the specific 
character and life-situation of the subject influence his opinions, perceptions, and 
interpretations.” 143  In other words, the mode of thought of members in society, 
especially the elites, with regard to language issues are constructed not based on the 
notion of language itself, but would have been formulated after considerations on the 
various influences and context as well as needs and experiences of the time the idea is 
proposed.  
 
An understanding of sociology of education, as an extension of sociology of 
knowledge, is also indispensable in our study. The primary aim of sociology of education, 
in Mannheim’s term, is how to understand the prevailing educational issue, recognizing 
its historical dynamics and sociological approach, in order to plan possible reforms, as 
part of the reconstruction of man and society. “Our investigation into the sociological 
foundations of education cannot be a purely academic one, piling up facts for their own 
sake. There is something definite we want to know. We are in search of something that                                                         
142 Karl Mannheim, Ideology & Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge, p. 56. 
 
143 Cited in Karl Mannheim, Ideology & Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge. 
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should never be lost sight of in our research. We want to understand our time, the 
predicament of this age and what healthy education could contribute to a regeneration of 
society and man.”144 This is apt as the vision of Arif Budiman aims to produce cultured 
men who can contribute to the progressiveness of society. 
 
In Singapore’s context, the Malay language education aims to achieve certain 
objectives, as mentioned in the latest report produced by CPDD that includes; 1) 
ensuring that the Malay language and culture is preserved 145 ; 2) develop and keep 
remaking the language and culture, one that is constantly enriched and thriving will 
contribute effectively to Singapore’s distinctiveness and identity as an Asian society; 3) 
for teachers to bring about a greater degree of intellectual engagement in Malay language 
and culture, and its constant renewal, in the context of multi-racial Singapore and; 4) for 
older students at the pre-university level, the aim is to encourage them to contribute 
creatively to Malay language and culture, in readiness for the challenges and 
opportunities of a rapidly changing world.146  
 
As such, the status147 of Malay language in Singapore needs to be taken into 
account in this study as the language policies and the impacts would be analyzed                                                         
144 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of Knowledge, p. 160. 
 
145 This is very much aligned to Singapore Bilingual Education Policy. 
See Tham Seong Chee, Malays and Modernization: A Sociological Interpretation (Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 1983). 
 
146 See Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee, (Singapore: Ministry of 
Education, 2005) 
 
147  As mentioned in the Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee, 
“Malay is our national language and an important regional language. The learning of Malay is 
critical for cultural transmission in the Malay community. A sense of identity and the ability to 
access readily the values, history, literature and the arts of one’s own community are inextricably 
linked with a facility with one’s own language. The Malay Language links the various generations. 
Keeping the language alive is also essential to Singapore’s multiracial identity. It further equips 
Singaporeans to seize opportunities in a fast changing region.” This will be discussed at length in 
Chapter II.  
 
Various press releases and speeches in the last 10 years have also raised the issue of the Malay 
Language status. As mentioned by then Minister For Information and the Arts and the 
Environment in 2000, Lee Yock Suan, “As you are aware, much needs to be done. The 
community must continue to produce and encourage a pool of cultural leaders, language experts, 
writers, poets and teachers who can help to maintain the standards of the language and pass them 
on to successive generations. You must find ways of enhancing the value of the language in the 
marketplace. If and when advertisers believe that they can reach their consumers in this region 
 67 
according to the local context and the status of the language would influence if not affect 
the factors or approaches that may have contributed to these issues. Here, this study will 
employ some of Freire’s perspectives in education to offer some insights to the possible 
limitations that affect the realization of the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
One of the perspectives used in this study is to look at how Malay language 
education is influenced by the lack of critical approach towards culture, where a limited 
understanding of progressive and backward culture exists in society. Thus, the 
curriculum faces the challenge of not being able to develop students into learned and 
cultured individuals that the vision hopes to achieve. We begin by looking at how 
important it is to develop a critical consciousness to acquire knowledge as oppose to the 
imitative and rote-learning methods used to teach language as well as values. This would 
help to ensure a critical appreciation of language and culture in the long run, instead of 
merely absorbing the input given by educators. 
 
“[C]reates inhibitions and suppresses the development of personal autonomy 
and intelligent judgment, most individuals are not educated to develop their 
intellectual powers but subjected to processes of imitation and emotional 
suggestion which train them for an unthinking acceptances of values and 
blind obedience.” 
 
The second perspective utilized in this study helps to analyze a possible limitation 
by looking at how relevant the cultural content is and the type of linkages suggested in 
the curriculum to make it palatable in today’s context. Cultural appreciation and 
understanding arise in the process of presenting culture to students through the Malay 
language textbooks. Freire suggests having themes to make learning more authentic: 
“Actually, themes exist in people in their relations with the world, with reference to 
concrete facts.”148 The themes selected for the Malay language curriculum, especially 
those that articulate aspects of culture must be real and enable students to relate to life                                                                                                                                                               
via the language, it will raise the status of the Malay language. Groups involved in teaching and 
research should exploit modern technology by producing software to assist in the teaching and 
learning of the language.”  
http://stars.nhb.gov.sg/stars/public/. Accessed on 12 October 2011. 
 
148 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed. (New York: Herder and Herder, 1971), p.106. 
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experiences, and it must not be regarded as an isolated or alienated topic in the lesson 
carried out by the educator.  
 
In addition, the themes needs to be an ‘objective fact’, where the inclusion of this 
particular theme in the curriculum would help students to relate to the idea of culture in 
a broader manner, as mentioned by Freire, “the human-world relationship” would 
elevate student’s understanding and appreciation of culture (via the curriculum), not 
simply evaluating “its richness, its significance, its plurality, its transformations, and its 
historical composition.” 149  This perspective, if incorporated, would assist in the 
realization of a learned man as a narrow definition of culture would only result in a 
skewed conceptualization of the world and its issues, and this would prove to be 
detrimental to society. 
 
By relating to students’ experiences, they would be able to achieve a better 
understanding of the cultural knowledge presented. It would also mean that students 
could craft their own definition and meaning with regard to a specific theme. In other 
words, increasing their understanding of the cultural element taught and developing 
culture at the same time, as there is relevance then. 
 
It is only when students are given the platform to make meaningful linkages can 
they have the knowledge and autonomy to make changes to what is incorporated and 
accepted as culture. They would also have the critical consciousness to make do with the 
less relevant and non-progressive ones, maintaining the good ones and developing the 
culture as a whole to attain greater heights. 
 
The interconnectedness of themes and putting them in perspectives of the 
student’s experience is vital in ensuring cultural understanding and appreciation as the 
view or perspectives of language in relation to culture would be as a part of culture and 
not seeing culture in alienation to language or in isolation. The interconnectedness also 
implies that culture is not static but dynamic in nature. This interconnectedness allows 
students to link one theme to another as they are not isolated from human experience 
but together they form part of the experience, perceptions and understanding of culture.                                                         
149 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, p.70. 
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This perspective obtained from Freire will be further discussed as we analyze the cultural 
representation in school textbooks to see how the present approach limits the realization 
of the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
The other issue that this study would like to debate upon is the linguistic 
exposure when discussing culture. This study would like to present how the cultural text, 
questions and vocabulary selected by the curriculum planners impact the cultural learning 
and appreciation in schools. As mentioned by sociolinguist, Geneva Smitherman, “real-
world experience and phenomena do not exist in some raw, undifferentiated form. 
Rather, reality is always filtered, apprehended, encoded, codified, and conveyed via some 
linguistic shape. This linguistic form exists in a dialectical relationship with social 
cognition and social behavior.”150 Thus, the type of culture and cultural understanding 
are very much dependable on the level of thinking processes and the vocabulary that the 







In this study, Malay language school textbooks, teacher’s guidebooks, newspaper 
articles, academic papers and educational reports are used as documents and regarded as 
articulations and indications of the presence as well as absence of ideas151 with regard to 
the 3 issues that will be discussed in this study in our attempt to examine the 
understanding of culture in society and how this impacts the Malay language education 
vision, Arif Budiman. Some of the selected school textbooks to be examined are: (a) the 
primary level current textbook, Mekar; (b) the secondary level textbook which is still 
being used, Jendela Bahasa; (c) the latest secondary school textbook which is only available 
                                                        
150 Geneva Smitherman, Talkin That Talk: Language, Culture and Education in African America. (New 
York: Routledge, 2001), p. 43. 
 
151 As stated by Mannheim, “The absence of certain concepts indicates very often not only the 
absence of certain point of view, but also the absence of a definitive drive to come to grips with 
certain life problems.”. See Karl Mannheim, Ideology & Utopia: An Introduction to the Sociology of 
Knowledge, p. 246. 
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and used for secondary one level152, Jauhari, (d) articles from Singapore Malay newspaper, 
Berita Harian and Berita Minggu; (e) educational syllabuses and reports such as Curriculum 
Planning and Development Division (Ministry of Education, Singapore), Goh’s Report, Review of the 
Steering Committee Report, Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee 
Report; and (f) various narratives. 
 
Generally, materials pertaining to Malay language education are written and 
produced by language elites.153 With the support from the state, education reports are 
crafted and published after preliminary findings or reviews 154 . Inevitably, the Malay 
language education is influenced by the language policies155 that are being adopted and 
implemented in Singapore as it is considered a Mother Tongue language, attaining a 
status similar to Mandarin and Tamil language. As such, when there is a change in the 
language policies especially one pertaining to the Mother Tongue languages, whether 
great or small, the Malay language education would have to make amendments to its own 
portfolio. For instance, adjustments may be made in terms of assessment, pedagogy and 
content in syllabus.  
 
In addition, political and community elites would articulate ideas, make changes 
or initiate reviews pertaining to Malay language and culture and then disseminate them to 
the public. Literary groups would also provide feedback and make commentaries, direct 
or indirectly on the language issues raised as a result of the change in language policies, 
curriculum and/or assessment. They will also articulate ideas on various cultural issues as                                                         
152  Jauhari is the latest Malay language school textbook for secondary level. However, it is 
currently used at Secondary 1, as at 2011. In 2012, Jauhari for Secondary 2 would be used in 
schools, replacing Jendela Bahasa series of textbooks. 
 
153  In this study, language elites refer to Malay language teachers, curriculum planners, 
academicians, linguists, culturalists and individuals in literary circles. 
 
154 Assessment, surveys and reviews are usually conducted and findings consolidated by Centre of 
Research in Pedagogy and Practice, National Institute of Education, and/or MOE Curriculum 
Planning and Development Division. 
 
155 Language policies are often propagated by a certain interest and this would take into account 
the ideology in place. See Lionel Wee, “The Semiotics of Language Ideologies in Singapore”, in 
Journal of Sociolinguistics 10/3, 2006. p. 344-361. “While particular policies are grounded in or 
motivated by various ideologies (Spolsky 2004), the relationship is not unidirectional so that 
policies are only ever shaped by ideologies and never the other way round. Rather, the 
relationship is dialectical, since the specific ways in which policies are implemented can also have 
an effect on the ideologies themselves.” 
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observed in the only local Malay newspapers run by Singapore Press Holdings, Berita 
Harian and Berita Minggu. On this note, it is important to note that reactions from the 
public should also be considered as expressions that reflect the imagination and 
understanding of the speakers/users themselves on the issue of culture and language. At 
the same time, there are works, written and/or published that challenge certain decisions 
made with regard to Malay language and culture.  
 
In addition, the reports produced by Curriculum Planning and Development 
Division (CPDD) delineates the vision and objectives of Malay language education. They 
are structured according to the bilingual education policy and are aligned with other 
education initiatives. The reports would also identify and reveal the problems and 
challenges that arise from the curriculum and previous reviews. The committee would 
then suggest alternative measures to address the limitations identified. For instance, the 
adoption of the vision of Arif Budiman is designed to further support the Desired 
Outcomes of Education (DOE)156 laid out by Ministry of Education and to ensure Malay 
language education is aligned to the Mother Tongue Languages objectives. 
 
The various texts and articulations also reveal to us the understanding and 
inclinations of different groups in society with regard to the different language and 
cultural issues that arise from the changes and needs in the Malay language education157 
and community at large. The debates and discussions provide useful insights towards the                                                         
156 “The Desired Outcomes of Education (DOE) are attributes that educators aspire for every 
Singaporean to have by the completion of his formal education. The person who is schooled in 
the Singapore Education system embodies the Desired Outcomes of Education. He has a good 
sense of self-awareness, a sound moral compass, and the necessary skills and knowledge to take 
on challenges of the future. He is responsible to his family, community and nation. He 
appreciates the beauty of the world around him, possesses a healthy mind and body, and has a 
zest for life. In sum, he is; a confident person who has a strong sense of right and wrong, is 
adaptable and resilient, knows himself, is discerning in judgment, thinks independently and 
critically, and communicates effectively; a self-directed learner who takes responsibility for his 
own learning, who questions, reflects and perseveres in the pursuit of learning; an active 
contributor who is able to work effectively in teams, exercises initiative, takes calculated risks, is 
innovative and strives for excellence; and, a concerned citizen who is rooted to Singapore, has a 
strong civic consciousness, is informed, and takes an active role in bettering the lives of others 
around him.” Refer to http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/desired-outcomes/. Accessed on 19 
December 2011. 
 
157 The decisions made are indeed ideological as “how a society selects, classifies, distributes, 
transmits and evaluates the educational knowledge it considers to be public, reflects both the 
distribution of power and the principles of social control”. See Rachel Sharp, Knowledge, Ideology & 
the Politics of Schooling: Towards a Marxist Analysis of Education, p. 43. 
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issues raised that have impacted the vision of Arif Budiman and its chances of attaining its 
aim.  
 
One issue that will be discussed in detail later is the issue of standardization of 
Malay language pronunciation, also known as sebutan baku. This issue has been debated 
over twenty years although it has already been included in Malay language education in 
Singapore.158 Another example would be the cultural representation taught in schools. 
Lastly, the approach towards understanding culture that is articulated and subscribed to 
by the community would also signify the conceptualization of Malay language and culture 
that permeates in the society. 
 
Here, the manner in which Malay elites view language plays an important part as 
it influences the conceptualization of Malay language education in schools. It also 
determines the content, mode of assessment and its criteria as well as the pedagogical 
approach. In other words, the inability to understand the impacts brought about by 
language policies would prevent Malay language from becoming an effective language in 
the scientific, intellectual, cultural and economic field.  More importantly, it implies that 
the level of criticality in the style of thinking of Malay elites could undermine the 
progressiveness of Malay language and culture. However, in this study, the perspectives 
of these elites, mainly language and cultural elites would be confined to matters 
pertaining to language and culture.  
 
By studying the various changes in Malay language education that have been 
reflected or delineated in the selected materials, we hold that the language issue may have 
been discussed at the international level before it is debated again at national level, and 
then implemented in Singapore. As such, a historical understanding of the development 
of Malay language159 needs to be included briefly in this study. For instance, the issue of 
standardization has been discussed at great length since 1956, where Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Brunei Darussalam and Singapore as participants in the Kongres Persuratan dan Bahasa se-                                                        
158 See Report of the Malay Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review Committee, (Ministry of Education, 
Singapore, 2005). “Promotion of Sebutan Baku: The Committee proposes a renewed emphasis on 
Baku through the activities coordinated by the Malay Language Council Singapore (MLCS) and 
other Malay organizations as well as research on Baku usage.” 
 
159 This includes the process of Malay language standardization. 
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Melaya Ketiga 160 held in Johor Bahru. Thus, one can observe that decisions made by 
political and community elites are influenced by external factors too.  
 
Nevertheless, this study would take into account the various documents 
produced locally and regionally as Malay language is spoken in various South-East Asian 
countries, and in a few countries, it attains the status of national language. Inevitably, 
issues pertaining to Malay language and culture would have been highlighted in various 
language and literary workshop, seminars and conferences. Thus, there will be some 
parallels in the understanding of Malay language and culture in these countries. In 
addition, these discussions as well as the on-going discourse on Malay language and 
culture do contribute to the manner in which language and culture are viewed and 
defined in Singapore.161 At the same time, this study acknowledges that there are also 
differences in opinions with regard to the issues of language and culture, and these 
provide alternative views as we analyze the issues that arise and their impacts on the 
vision of Arif Budiman in the coming chapters. 
 
 
Interviews & Surveys 
 
Interviews and discussions, either in formal or informal setting, were conducted 
with various respondents who play different roles in Malay language education in 
Singapore. These individuals are selected because they hold key positions in Malay 
language and literary institutions and organizations in Singapore. As such, their 
articulations and standpoints on Malay language and culture will portray a certain kind of 
understanding that exist in society. 
                                                        
160 A seminar discussing language issues organized by MABBIM (Majlis Bahasa Brunei, Indonesia 
& Malaysia, Singapore participates as an observer member.) 
 
161  At this juncture, it is good to note that although Singapore is an observing member of 
MABBIM, Singapore does follow certain guidelines set out by Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (DBP) 
in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. For instance, the dictionaries published by DBP are the approved 
dictionaries in national examinations. Also, the discussions and debates on language technicalities 
are often based on the findings and research of Malaysian’s linguists such as Asmah Haji Omar 
and Nik Safiah Karim, who are often invited to speak at language forums, workshops and 
seminars conducted for Malay language teachers. Nik Safiah Karim has also been invited to sit in 
the committee responsible for designing the Malay language school textbooks. 
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One of the respondents played a significant role in the conceptualization of the 
vision of Arif Budiman. As such, conducting an interview with her has provided insightful 
materials on Arif Budiman and this is critical in understanding the notion of language and 
culture in the vision. 
 
Another respondent interviewed held is a mentor for Malay language teachers 
and is still currently active in various literary circles. His views of Arif Budiman and sebutan 
baku prove to be significant in this study because he does sharing sessions with Malay 
language teachers on various language issues including literature and teaching pedagogy. 
Therefore, his views, specifically on the sebutan baku is vital in this study as we look into 
the approach towards language and culture held by the elites who witnessed the advocacy 
for a standard pronunciation from its early stages till today and how this advocacy has 
impacted the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
One other respondent is actively involved in Malay Language Council of 
Singapore. The views presented by this respondent are useful in our understanding of the 
challenges face by the community in implementing sebutan baku as well as achieving the 
vision of Arif Budiman. As it is the duty of the council to promote Malay language, ideas 
hold by its council members are influential in determining its programmes and activities. 
Thus, the way they define Malay language and culture is important, as their ideas will be 
transmitted to the masses, including students, and this has an effect in the attainment of 
Arif Budiman. 
 
A respondent from the media was also interviewed for the discussion of sebutan 
baku. He is very involved in the production and collating of news with regard to the 
Malay language and literature scene. In addition, he is often in contact with various 
stakeholders in the entertainment scene, thus his views on Malay language issues arise 
out of the awareness of the language development as well as personal conversations that 
he had on the challenges faced by individuals in the field with regard to the 
implementation of sebutan baku. 
 
In addition, a group of teachers have been approached to complete a survey on 
the issue of sebutan baku and Arif Budiman to ensure that this study looks into the most 
important and influential stakeholder with regard to the success of the vision in achieving 
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its aim. The criterions for selecting these individuals are; 1) Malay language teachers who 
have taught in schools for 3 years at least, 2) teaches Malay language as their core 
teaching subject in school, 3) taught Malay language at various levels and academic 
streams, 4) coordinate Malay language activities in schools, and 5) have attended Arif 
Budiman seminars and teachers’ sharing sessions. 
 
The survey questions162 include asking the teachers; 1) whether they use sebutan 
baku in class, 2) what do they understand by the term sebutan baku, 3) the role of sebutan 
baku in the teaching and learning of Malay language, 4) the level of usage among students 
in the learning of Malay language, 5) does sebutan baku affect students’ ability to speak 
and communicate in Malay language and 6) what should be emphasized in Malay 
language education to ensure its development. As bastions of Malay language, their ideas 
and conceptualization of these 2 issues by Malay language teachers would reflect their 
understanding of culture and language as well as what has been transmitted to students.  
 
 
                                                         
162 The survey include these questions: 
• Pada pendapat anda, apakah yang dimaksudkan dengan sebutan baku? 
• Pada pandangan anda, apakah peranan penggunaan sebutan baku di sekolah dalam 
pengajaran dan pembelajaran Bahasa Melayu? 
• Apakah pendapat anda tentang penggunaan sebutan baku di sekolah dalam pembelajaran 
Bahasa Melayu di kalangan pelajar? 
• Bagaimana penggunaan sebutan baku menjejas/mempengaruhi kemahiran bertutur 
pelajar dalam kelas Bahasa Melayu? 
• Bagaimana anda memastikan penggunaan sebutan baku di dalam kelas Bahasa Melayu? 
• Sejauh manakah anda menekankan pentingnya menggunakan sebutan baku kepada 
pelajar dalam pembelajaran Bahasa Melayu? 
• Apakah reaksi atau pandangan pelajar terhadap penggunaan sebutan baku di dalam kelas 
Bahasa Melayu? 
• Pada pendapat anda, apakah sebab-sebab pelajar menjauhkan diri dalam menggunakan 
Bahasa Melayu dalam pertuturan seharian di sekolah dan di rumah? Mengapa? 
• Pada pendapat anda, haruskah sebutan baku terus diimplementasikan dalam pengajaran 
dan pembelajaran Bahasa Melayu di sekolah? Mengapa? 
• Pada pendapat anda, apakah yang patut diberi keutamaan untuk memastikan Bahasa 









This study is divided into six chapters. Chapter One begins with our discussion 
on the historical background of Malay language education as well as the discussion on 
the bilingual education system as it is important to understand how the Malay language 
education has evolved to its present state before we seek to analyze the vision of Malay 
language education, Arif Budiman. It is important that we comprehend the bilingual 
education policy as the MTL education is formulated based on this understanding as well 
as the prescribed role and function that each of these languages has to play. In this 
chapter, we will suggest two factors that would impede the success of the vision of Arif 
Budiman; 1) narrow definition of culture in Malay language education, where we will 
study the sebutan baku advocacy and representation of culture in Malay language school 
textbooks, and 2) lack of critical approach towards the understanding of culture that still 
persists in the Malay community. 
 
Chapter Two has presented the methodology and literature review that are 
referred to in this study. This chapter highlights the importance of analyzing ideas within 
the framework of sociological analysis based on the articulations and perspectives of 
language and culture in society, utilizing Karl Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge. The 
ideas presented by members, specifically the elites in society clearly show the dominant 
idea on language and culture. Without a doubt, there is a tendency for these ideas to 
permeate and be subscribed to, especially in Malay language education. Thus, the 
recognition of the influence of social process and social groups on ideas pertaining to 
language and culture enables us to investigate how the three issues identified have 
impacted the vision of Arif Budiman. The materials used in this study have also allowed us 
to identify the issues have posed a problem towards the attainment of this vision. 
 
Chapter Three would then begin the study by discussing how the sebutan baku 
advocacy that is implemented in Malay language education shows the narrow definition 
of culture and how this advocacy has lead to the notion of conformity that would then 
perpetuate a culture that impedes the community from producing a cultured and learned 
man as envisioned by Arif Budiman.  In this chapter, we shall discuss how this policy is 
implemented based on a narrow definition of culture. In addition, the advocacy of 
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sebutan baku contributes to the breeding of a conformist attitude and reflects a non-
inclusive attitude towards diverse ways in which the language is used and spoken as it 
aims to have uniformity, and attempts to change the culture of communication through 
pronunciation. This conformist attitude arises from the top-down approach and despite 
the many discussions held and resources allocated; sebutan baku remains one of the 
dominant language issues debated in Singapore till this day.  
 
In Chapter Four, we shall attempt to discuss the representation of culture in 
Malay language school textbooks. In our discussion, we shall highlight the way culture is 
understood and portrayed in the school textbooks used by students. We will also analyze 
how this representation of culture in the curriculum impedes the aim of the vision of 
Arif Budiman. This discussion is important because it portrays how the understanding and 
perception towards the notion of culture and language affects the kind of language 
corpus and content in the curriculum, thus becoming a limitation in the production of a 
cultured man through Malay language education. 
 
In Chapter Five, we will look into the issue of lack of critical approach in the 
understanding of culture. In this chapter we will study three dominant orientations of 
culture, which permeate within the Malay society. This chapter will discuss how the 
development and attainment of Arif Budiman is impeded without a strong awareness 
towards the limitations of these orientations. In our discussion of the vision of Arif 
Budiman, we attempt to understand how culture is comprehended based on these 
approaches; (a) feudalistic attachment; (b) Islamic inclination and; (c) Eurocentric-
Orientalist paradigm. 
 
Chapter Six is the concluding chapter that will summarize the issues discussed in 
this study as well as briefly highlighting relevant perspectives used to present the various 
arguments. It is hoped that the proceeding discussion can shed some light on the 
importance of understanding the limitations faced in the community’s pursuit in 
producing a cultured man as endeavored by the vision of Arif Budiman. This has a larger 
impact as it looks at the role of Malay language as delineated by the MTL policy, where 
MTL function as a cultural ballast and a transmitter of culture and values and how the 
vision of Arif Budiman aims to support and further align the direction of Malay language 
to its primary role in Singapore’s context. Hence, this study aims to look at how culture 
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has been interpreted and transmitted in Malay language education and how this impacts 
the vision of Arif Budiman. It is also important to stress at this point that this study does 
not seek to address all the language issues that exists in Malay language education in 


































The Ideal Pronunciation: The Sebutan Baku Advocacy 
 
The vision of Arif Budiman endeavors to produce learned men who are able to 
develop Malay language and culture in the future, and thus, bring the community to 
greater heights. Using Malay language education as the platform to achieve its aim, the 
vision of Arif Budiman is a key indicator that perpetuates the role of MTL as cultural 
ballast and propagator of Malay traditions and values. At the beginning of this study, we 
have identified two main factors; narrow definition of culture and the lack of critical 
approach towards the understanding of culture that will impact the vision of Arif 
Budiman in its pursuit to achieve it primary aim. In this chapter, we will look into the 
narrow definition of culture by discussing the first issue - sebutan baku advocacy. One 
primary factor that forms the basis of this advocacy hindering the realization of the 
vision of Arif Budiman is the lack of intellectual rigor in the language and cultural 
discourse. 
 
 The implementation of sebutan baku in Singapore’s Malay language education is 
an attempt to enforce and create an ideal pronunciation that presents itself as an 
important component in Malay language education as part of the standardizing Malay 
language in Singapore. The top-down approach in implementing sebutan baku has 
received adverse reactions from the Malay community although the process of 
standardizing the language has been put into practice for decades. This is because, unlike 
the Chinese community where many dialects are used, the Malay community is much 
more homogeneous and faces no problem in speaking Malay language despite speaking 
dialects. Moreover, the advocacy of sebutan baku is not addressing the problem of dialect 
usage but pronunciation in Malay language and this is a non-issue in Singapore. 
 
This chapter seeks to highlight and discuss how 1) the narrow understanding of 
culture and language is perpetuated by the advocacy of sebutan baku, and 2) how this 
sebutan baku advocacy limits the attainment of the vision of Arif Budiman.   
 
The first part of this chapter will highlight; (i) the quest for a shared identity 
through sebutan baku, followed by (ii) sebutan baku as a cultural bastion, to discuss the 
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impact of a narrow definition of culture that has been presented through the advocacy of 
sebutan baku due to the limited intellectual rigor in language discourse. 
 
The second part of this chapter will look at how sebutan baku breeds a conformist 
attitude through; (i) the pursuit of uniformity, (ii) compulsory implementation of sebutan 
baku in schools and (iii) as a criterion in the domain of media and the arts. 
 
In order to understand the manners in which the advocacy of this ideal 
pronunciation perpetuates a narrow understanding of culture and how it impedes the 
aims of Arif Budiman, we will need to look at the history of sebutan baku and the reasons 
for its implementation, not only in Singapore but the Nusantara as a whole. The reasons 
for its implementation include, a) strengthening economic and cultural ties with the 
region, b) educational purpose, as one attempts to develop the speakers; c) a need for 
uniformity in language usage and communication, as part of cultural-engineering and 
better control and d) the holistic development of the Malay language. 
 
The introduction of standardized pronunciation or more commonly known as 
sebutan baku in schools is an initiative put in place to standardize the Malay language. 
Sebutan baku emphasizes on the way words are being pronounced, which is according to 
how it has been spelt. The implementation of sebutan baku is based on the assumption 
that it would help students in reading and spelling, especially in the earlier stages of 
language education. Thus, sebutan baku is assumed to enhance the learning of Malay 
language and allow users of Malay language to use sebutan baku in formal settings. It is 
also important to note that in 1992, the Singapore government has decided that standard 
Malay (bahasa Melayu baku or in short, bahasa baku) is the official vernacular language to 
be used by Malay language users. In addition, sebutan baku is the standard pronunciation 
that has to be adhered to in several domains; 1) formal educational institutions; 2) formal 
public speeches, lectures and seminars; 3) formal modes of communication and 
discussion in the public sector and 4) media.  
  
More importantly, we need to understand the relationship between language and 
culture to comprehend how the advocacy of sebutan baku came about because of limited 
and narrow understanding of culture and how the sebutan baku policy continues to allow 
the breeding of such narrow approach towards perceiving culture. Sutan Takdir 
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Alisjahbana has elaborated that, “…culture is a typical human phenomenon, which gives 
to man his language and capacity of thought, his arts, his religions, his sciences, his 
economic life…”163 Therefore, since it is a human phenomenon culture is determined by 
man’s social engagements and behavior. This further emphasize that there is a 
connection between language and culture, one that is inseparable, but one that is 
attributing to the development of each other.  
 
The development of language depends on the development of culture in the 
community and vice versa. Real-life experiences would demand certain expressions and 
suitable terminology has to be crafted or included in the language so that users can 
articulate their thoughts and behavior. Geneva Smitherman highlights that, “to 
recapitulate, language represents a society’s theory of reality. It not only reflects that 
theory of reality, it explains, interprets, constructs, and reproduces that reality.”164 As 
such, the experiences would be able to provide inputs in language advancement, ensuring 
that it is relevant in the context of time, and able to function not only as a language of 
communication but as a language of modernity, one that encapsulate critical and 
intellectual ideas.  
 
Algerian and French philosopher, Frantz Fanon, also supports the connection 
between language and culture when he mentions that to speak a language is to assume a 
culture. Culture influences the way language is developed and used, not simply as a form 
of communication but as a form of expression that portrays the thought processes, one 
that without a doubt would include cultural expressions and how people define 
themselves as an individual, and as a member of the community, based on the type of 
culture that has been embraced. Kenyan writer, Ngugi Wa Thiong’o further explains, 
“the choice of language and the use to which language is put is central to a people’s 
definition of themselves in relation to their natural and social environment, indeed in 
relation to the entire universe.” 165 As such, it is pertinent to look at how culture is 
                                                        
163 S. Takdir Alisjahbana, The Concept of Culture And Civilization: Problems of National Identity and The 
Emerging World in Anthropology And Sociology, p. 45. 
 
164 Geneva Smitherman, Talkin That Talk: Language, Culture and Education in African America, p. 99. 
 
165 Ngugi Wa Thiong’o, Decolonizing the Mind, (Portsmouth: Heinemann, 1986), p. 5. 
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articulated in language and the kind of perception one has towards language, as this 
would depict the understanding of the community on both culture and language. 
 
 
The Quest for a Shared Identity Through Sebutan Baku 
 
Having briefly delineated the relation between language and culture, we will be 
able to analyze the sebutan baku advocacy that comes into play with the notion of culture 
in Singapore. Language is an important tool in nation building166, and it is especially so 
for a young nation like Singapore. Thus, standardization of language is deemed as a 
necessity since language is seen as the tool to mould the thoughts and expressions of the 
members of a society because through language, one can disseminate certain ideas, which 
can be accessed and reached out to the people. To further prove that language and 
culture is indeed interconnected, Jane Miller mentioned, “…languages are in themselves 
significantly different from each other, and those differences…affect the cultural outlook 
and the intellectual and emotional development and expression of their speakers.”167  
 
Therefore, standardization of a language is deemed as an important component 
in the development of the society and nation.168 Here, we can observe the language                                                         
166 During the 1950s, the issue of standardization has already become a part of language planning. 
Standardization forms the main crux of language planning among these countries, Malaysia, 
Indonesia and Brunei Darussalam. However, it is important to understand the relationship 
between language and the idea of nationalism, where language is regarded as a tool to propagate 
certain ideas pertaining to the identity of one’s acquired independence as well as to foster unity. 
This is not something new in this region as observed in Indonesia, Bahasa Indonesia is the 
national language and included in the constitution, Pancasila. Malaysia and Singapore on the other 
hand, have also chosen Malay Language as the country’s national language to propagate the idea 
of sharing the same language regardless of race, gender, class and religion. 
 
Read Berita Harian, 3 Disember 1992, “Bahasa Penting Era Pasifik”. 
“Pembakuan bahasa yang sedang kita usahakan ini akan menjadi saham yang besar dalam rangka 
menyeragamkan penggunaan bahasa Melayu di rantau ini, dalam globalisasi bahasa Melayu di 
peringkat antarabangsa.” 
 
167 Jane Miller, Many Voices: Bilingualism, Culture and Education. (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1983), p. 58. 
 
168 “Dalam hal ini, bahasa itu hendaklah kita lihat sebagai alat dan wahana asas bagi pemikiran 
dan ilmu. Dengan sendirinya proses pembakuan bahasa adalah satu agenda penting dalam 
pembinaan tamadun bangsa dan negera.”  
 
See Asraf, Bahasa Melayu Baku Asas Pembinaan Tamadun. (Kuala Lumpur: Diterbitkan oleh 
Persatuan Linguistik Malaysia dengan kerjasama Sasbadi Sdn. Bhd., 1989), p. vii. “In this case, 
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idealism that seeks to achieve the ideal standard pronunciation that moves on a 
consistent but yet aggressive manner in Singapore. It is deemed as practical to have a 
standardized pronunciation to reduce inconsistencies and ambiguity. The need for a 
standardized Malay language in this region is based on the assumption that it will help to 
improve regional ties, especially when there is a significant cultural link via language, as 
every Malay language user in this region will be speaking in the same manner. A 
standardized Malay language will also have a positive effect on Malay culture.  
 
Several countries in this region, namely Singapore, Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Brunei Darussalam, the standardization of the Malay language is one of the dominant 
Malay language issues and requires an ongoing approach and initiatives to achieve a 
standard Malay language. The standardization of Malay language has various 
objectives169. One of them is the need for a standard language as Malay language has a 
large number of users in the region. Furthermore, it is a feat to develop the Malay 
language in Singapore, as the number of users is so much smaller as compared to Malay 
language speakers in Indonesia and Malaysia. Thus, by coming together to implement 
sebutan baku, it implies that these countries aim to share a common hope and 
understanding between these countries to develop a standard Malay language despite the 
different names given for the language. Here, we observe the desire to craft a similar 
culture and identity through language and this is to be done by sebutan baku. This affirms 
                                                                                                                                                              
language must be seen as a tool and vehicle that transmit knowledge and thoughts. As such, 
standardization of language is an important agenda in the development of the country’s and 
community’s civilization.” 
 
169 Here, it is interesting to note that the standardization of language has been perceived in the 
lens of religiosity. Awang Sariyan mentions that from Islamic perspective, the role of language is 
elemental in the development of man and that it should be in one’s disposition and nature to 
regard it as such and that it should be encouraged. He went on to affirm the connection by 
highlighting the value of language in Islam; one that is capable of molding one’s character and 
developing man.  
 
“Persoalan bahasa baku dan pembakuan bahasa mempunyai pertalian yang amat rapat dengan 
konsep-konsep tersebut (bahasa sebagai bahagian ilmu dan bahasa sebagai proses akal). Tanpa 
pemahaman dan kesedaran akan hakikat tersebut, pembicaraan tentang bahasa baku dan 
pembakuan bahasa tidak dapat dikemukakan menurut perspektif yang wajar, sebaliknya berkisar 
di sekitar soal-soal operasional dan teknis belaka…kita tidak memberikan perspektif yang wajar 
sehingga kurang sekali kalangan yang melihat pembakuan bahasa dalam konteks pembangunan 
insan.” See Awang Sariyan, Warna dan Suasana: Perancangan Bahasa Melayu di Malaysia. (Kuala 
Lumpur; Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 2000). 
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the relationship between culture and language as highlighted in this study as we analyze 
the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
 “Singapore Malay Language is in the context where it belongs to the 
same family with Bahasa Malaysia, Bahasa Indonesia and Brunei’s Malay 
Language, thus there is a need to have one standardized language 
because, 1) Singapore and Brunei’s Malay language users is an estimated 
380000 and 150000 respectively and thus their language is unable to stand 
on its own, 2) the four languages is different only in name but will be a 
unifying language that is well-known and beneficial to its users when the 
number reaches 130 million, 3) these languages when unified would be 
more functional and 4) these languages would provide a sense of identity 
to its users.” 170 
 
In the early 1990s, the Ministry of Education (MOE), Singapore supported the 
proposal put forward by Malay Language Council (MLCS) to adopt the standardized 
pronunciation (sebutan baku) in Malay language. The initial aim of MLCS in proposing 
sebutan baku is to position Singapore with its Malay-speaking neighboring countries so 
that they share a common identity through Malay language.171 Here, we observed the 
desire for a shared identity, in other words the hope for a shared culture through 
language as mentioned earlier. 
 
This echoes the perceived advantages of implementing sebutan baku that includes 
making the learning Malay easier for younger pupils as there is no difference between 
writing and oral communication, to modernize Malay language and thus, having to                                                         
170 Sekata, Disember 1987, p 16.  
“Bahasa Melayu Singapura dalam kontek dengan bahasa-bahasa serumpun dengan bahasa 
Malaysia, bahasa Indonesia dan bahasa Melayu Brunei Darussalam, maka keempat-empat bahasa 
itu perlu mempunyai satu bahasa baku kerana: (1) bahasa Melayu Singapura dan bahasa Melayu 
Brunei yang pengguna bahasanya masing-masing dalam lengkongan kira-kira 380,000 dan 
150,000 tidak mampu untuk berdiri sendiri-sendiri, (2) keempat-empat bahasa yang berlainan 
nama akan tetapi sebenarnya satu itu, akan menjadi satu bahasa kesatuan yang terkenal, dan akan 
menguntungkan pengguna bahasanya itu sendiri apabila nanti digunakan kira-kira lebih 130 juta 
manusia, (3) bahasa-bahasa tersebut yang telah menjadi satu itu, akan lebih berwibawa, dan (4) 
bahasa-bahasa tersebut akan menjadi penanda keperibadian penggunanya.” 
 
171 However, Indonesia and Malaysia have pulled out from the standardized language agreement, 
which is to have one standardized language for this region, namely, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Singapore and Brunei Darussalam. 
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standardize the pronunciation, to ensure effective communication as sebutan baku will 
remove the feeling of alienation or isolation between users who speak a certain variety. 
As mentioned by Singapore literary writer and culturalist Suratman Markasan:  
 
“There are a lot of advantages and benefits that we can gain from the 
standardization of Malay language pronunciation, among which are; 1) 
the teaching of Malay language especially at the primary level would be 
made easier, 2) since, the modernization of language needs a standard 
language, thus, the pronunciation has to be standardized too, 3) a more 
effective communication would be reached not only among users in 
Singapore but users in Malaysia and Brunei Darussalam, 4) a standard 
pronunciation would make one who uses a certain accent feel less 
alienated, 5) there will be no difference between writing and 
pronunciation, 6) there will be no difference between song-singing, 
poetry recital and daily pronunciation.” 
 
This was also mentioned during the Sebutan Baku Seminar in 1992, that sebutan 
baku will aid in the learning and teaching of Malay language as well as meeting the needs 
of the region as it will be aligned to the pronunciation in Malaysia and Indonesia. 
 
“However, the implementation is based on: 1) The continuous effort in 
the standardization process of Malay language after completing the 
standardization process for spelling, vocabulary and grammar, 2) The 
needs of the teaching and learning of Malay languages especially in the 
domain of basic reading, where the approach of breaking down the 
syllables makes it easier to teach, and the problem of pronunciation is 
reduced when using sebutan baku as it is based on the word’s spelling, 3) 
the need of the Nusantara where it is realized that there is a need to 
standardize pronunciation after Malaysia announced the acceptance of 
sebutan baku in its school curriculum, while in Indonesia, the 
pronunciation based on spelling have been on-going for a long time.”172                                                         
172 Seminar Sebutan Baku BM, 8-10 September 1992, Pusat Islam Singapura, p.11.  
“Namun demikian, pelaksanaan tersebut juga berdasarkan: 1. Usaha yang berterusan dalam 
proses pembakuan bahasa Melayu setelah menangani proses pembakuan dari segi ejaan, tata 
bahasa dan kosa kata, 2. Keperluan pengajaran dan pembelajaran bahasa Melayu terutamanya 
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Based on the phonemic principle, that is also the basis of sebutan baku, it is hoped 
that the sounds in Malay language can be made uniformed in a systematic and consistent 
manner. This is believed to help in the teaching of new words and in developing reading 
skills amongst students.173 More importantly, the idea of a bahasa baku which also consists 
of standard pronunciation (sebutan baku), can be applied across the region, and not just in 
Malaysia or Indonesia. Hence, the implementation of sebutan baku is expected to create 
the shared culture among Malay language users in this region. 
 
“Based on the phonemic principle that becomes the basis for sebutan 
baku, the sounds in Malay Language would then be uniformed in a 
systematic manner, consistent and stable not only in Malaysia but the 
entire Malay world, to an extent that the language would attain the status 
of an international language.”174 
 
By assuming that a shared culture can be formed simply through pronunciation 
the perception towards culture has been narrowed. Worse, since culture encompasses 
language as depicted by the manner in which language accepts, adopts and assimilates 
various influences, it spells a skewed definition of language too. Furthermore, it takes on 
the understanding that the Malay community in this region is homogenous, which is very                                                                                                                                                               
dalam bidang bacaan asas yang didapati akan lebih mudah diajarkan dengan menggunakan 
pelbagai kaedah suku kata dan ‘sebutan baku’ pula dapat mengurangkan masalah hafalan atau 
sebutan yang berdasarkan ejaan ini, 3. Keperluan kerantauan yakni keperluan menyeragamkan 
sebutan setelah Malaysia mengumumkan penerimaan sebutan baku di dalam kurikulum 
sekolahnya sedang di Indonesia pula, penyebutan berdasarkan ejaan ini telah lama berlangsung.” 
 
173 Sekata, Jilid 7 Bahagian 1 Jun 1989, p. 49.  
“Seperti yang kita ketahui, beberapa kaedah awal pengajaran ejaan dan bacaan asas di sekolah-
sekolah rendah setempat, lebih menggunakan kaedah suku kata. Jika setiap lambang tidak 
berbagai sebutannya, adalah dijangkakan para pelajar akan mudah mempelajari pelajaran asas ini 
dengan menggunakan kaedah suku kata. Penekanan terhadap peri pentingnya pelajaran ejaan dan 
bacaan asas di peringkat awal ini haruslah diberi perhatian sepenuhnya. Dan sistem bunyi seperti 
yang disarankan dalam sistem ejaan baru dapat membantu mempersegera pencapaian para 
pelajar. Dengan demikian pencapaian asas ini dapat memberi keyakinan para pelajar mengeja dan 
membaca dengan betul.” 
 
174 Asraf, “Sebutan Baku Bahasa Melayu Berdasarkan Prinsip Fonetik” in Awang Sariyan, Kongres 
Bahasa dan Persuratan Melayu, p. 12.  
“Dengan prinsip fonemik yang dijadikan dasar sebutan baku, maka bunyi bahasa Melayu dapat 
kelak diseragamkan secara sistematis, tekal (consistent) dan mantap bukan hanya di daerah 
Malaysia saja, tetapi juga di seluruh dunia Melayu se-Nusantara, sehingga dengan demikian bahasa 




inaccurate. The development of Malay language initiatives in the various countries in this 
region is colored by the influences that the communities comes in contact with and thus, 
it is unavoidable that the culture of different groups of people have been incorporated as 
part of a certain culture in a respective country. And so, there is no way that a systematic 
pronunciation of Malay language can be applied to the entire region to form a shared 
culture beneath the facade of language standardization. 
 
With a standardized Malay language, it is perceived that sebutan baku is able to 
help users avoid and reduce confusion and misunderstandings in using the language.175 
The standardization of the Malay language depicts the strong need to enhance economic 
and cultural ties by bringing together Malay language users in the region. Once again, it 
elucidates how language and culture are not two separate entities but one that is closely 
linked together. Furthermore, it illustrates the role of language and how culture has been 
outlined. Unfortunately, before we attempt to delineate the cultural aspect, it is important 
to note that even if the language spoken may adopt the same pronunciation, the 
terminology used may carry different meaning as in the case of Singapore’s Malay 
language and Bahasa Indonesia. This is very likely as cultural experiences differ and thus, 
concepts articulated and expressed carry a different connotation. 
 
As language is regarded as the basic tool of communication, sebutan baku is 
deemed to be of great importance in nation-building as well as a regional identity on the 
world’s stage. Hence, in the standardization of Malay language, sebutan baku is deemed as 
the last criterion in the development of Malay language as the region’s standard language, 
thus improving effective communication and sustaining the cultural identity, historical 
links and the regional ties. This increases the need for uniformity in Malay language, not 
only in Singapore but also in the region. 
                                                         
175 As stated in 1992, “First and foremost from the region perspective, it is aimed to narrow 
down the differences in the use of Malay language in Malay-speaking countries.” As such, it is 
assumed that with no standard Malay language, users of the language will face difficulties in 
selecting and using terms from all the Malay language varieties. 
 
[“Pertama-tama dari segi kerantauan, ia bertujuan memperkecil perbezaan penggunaan bahasa 
Melayu di negara-negara berbahasa ibunda ini.”.] 
 
Read Mohamed Pitchay Gani Bin Mohamed Abdul Aziz, Legasi Bahasa Melayu. (Singapore: ASAS 
50 Press, 2009), p. 118. 
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 It is clear that sebutan baku is part of the standardization process that aims to 
ensure uniformity 176  to ensure that Malay language can remain relevant despite the 
constant changes in society. It is said that the solution to ensure the development of 
Malay language is through sebutan baku which applies the phonemic system.” 177  In 
Singapore, we see how Malay language education has to subscribe to the implementation 
of sebutan baku in the educational sphere. As mentioned during the Sebutan Baku Seminar 
in 1992 (Singapore), it will aid in the learning and teaching of Malay language and meets 
the needs of the region since the Malay language used in Singapore would be aligned to 
the pronunciation used in Malaysia and Indonesia. Unfortunately, this is not the case as 
Malaysia has stopped emphasizing on the sebutan baku pronunciation and Bahasa 
Indonesia has continued to infused words from other languages like Javanese and 
Sundanese as part of the main language.  
 
Standardization of Malay language is believed to also benefit the users in this 
region as it allows the globalization of the Malay language, bringing about economic 
gains as mentioned by Sidek Sanif, a former Singapore member of parliament, 
“standardization of language that we are initiating now is a huge investment in an 
attempt to standardize the use of Malay language in this region, that will lead to the 
globalization of Malay language”. 
 
Besides aiming to foster closer cultural ties between countries in the region, the 
standardization of the Malay language portrays an inclination to relate language to 
economy. It is perceived that with a complete standardization of the Malay language that                                                         
176 Asmah deliberated on the issue that Malay language is not monocentric. With its varieties in 
Malaysia and Indonesia, the call for a standard pronunciation is an attempt of uniformity rather 
than achieving a standard language, “sikap tegar terhadap bahasa berbangkit dari pengertian 
bahawa konsep “standard” itu sama dengan “seragam”. Dengan itu sesuatu bahasa itu harus 
mempunyai bentuk yang seragam untuk menjadi bahasa yang maju. Dengan itu juga, timbul 
fahaman bahawa bahasa standard adalah bahasa ekapusat (monocentric).” 
 
[The non-bending attitude towards language arises from the understanding that the ‘standard’ 
concept is the same as ‘uniformed’. As such, a language is expected to have a uniformed form in 
order to be a developed language. With that too, the understanding that a monocentric language 
is a standard language is developed.”] 
 
Read Asmah Haji Omar, “Kajian Bahasa Melayu dalam Usaha Mempertingkatkan Mutu 
Pengajaran Bahasa Melayu” in Kongres Bahasa Melayu Sedunia: Bahasa Melayu Sebagai Bahasa 
Antarabangsa: Wawasan dan Keyakinan, (Kuala Lumpur, 1995), p.6. 
 
177 Read Mohamed Pitchay Gani Bin Mohamed Abdul Aziz, Legasi Bahasa Melayu, (Singapore: 
ASAS 50 Press, 2009), p 109. 
 89 
includes pronunciation, the language will be a principal medium for economic links in 
this region. Based on this perceived notion towards the relationship between language 
and economy, it is seen as positive effect on the development of Malay language and 
culture. 
 
“If it is true that Malay language can be the golden bridge towards a 
prosperous economy in this region, then it will be a joyous occasion if we are 
able to master standard Malay language in total at that moment in time – 
standardized in grammar, spelling and pronunciation – similar to users in 
other areas.”178 
 
At this juncture, we have observed how a narrow definition of culture has been 
adopted and portrayed through the advocacy of sebutan baku where a shared identity is 
hoped. This advocacy of sebutan baku has impacted the vision of Arif Budiman because 
defining language from an economic or cultural viewpoint implies that language is only 
deemed as important if it is deemed as rewarding. In other words, we see that language 
has been politicized further, in the name of progress and development, and this has 
changed the function and status of language and culture in society. 
 
 
Sebutan Baku as a Cultural Bastion 
 
As delineated by the bilingual education policy in Singapore, MTL acts as cultural 
ballast against the influence of Western or any incoming external cultures. Earlier in this 
chapter, we have mentioned that sebutan baku is an initiative by the government to ensure 
the development of Malay language. More importantly, sebutan baku is seen as a tool to 
ensure culture and traditions of the Malays are not eroded in the pursuit of development 
and globalization. 
 
                                                        
178 Sekata, Jilid 8 Bilangan 1 Jun 1990, p.4. 
“Jika benar bahasa Melayu akan menjadi jambatan emas titian pemakmur ekonomi di rantau ini, 
maka alangkah bahagianya jika pada masa itu kita semua telah dapat menguasai bahasa Melayu 
baku secara total – baku tatabahasanya, baku ejaannya dan baku sebutannya – sama seperti 
pengguna bahasa itu di daerah-daerah lain.” 
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“The basis of implementing sebutan baku is one of the government’s initiative 
to ensure the Malay community as a minority group does not has a culture 
that is eroded, in view that Malay language is seen as a cultural ballast. 
Language is a tool that has the ability to perform that role. Thus, sebutan baku 
is one of the ways to preserve the purity of language and culture.”179 
 
The implementation of sebutan baku is required so that the region can progress via 
a standard pronunciation of Malay language in this region, as it will act as a catalyst in 
ensuring the development of Malay language as a language of knowledge, science and 
technology.180  
 
“We want a language that carries the soul of the language. We want a 
language that espouses culture. We want to build a communication link that 
crosses Straits of Malacca, Tebrau Straits and the South China Sea because 
the Asean spirit is spurring a relationship. We simply want to ensure our 
speech is in tuned, where suspicions do not arise is elevated to a mother 
tongue language. A standard language will not only be a tool for a change in 
actions but it will perfect culture amidst the world challenges.”181 
 
                                                        
179 Mohamed Pitchay Gani Bin Mohamed Abdul Aziz, Legasi Bahasa Melayu, p. 119.  
“Dasar sebutan baku merupakan usaha pemerintah untuk memastikan bahawa bangsa Melayu 
selaku bangsa minoriti tidak akan terhakis dari segi warisan budaya memandangkan bahasa 
Melayu di sini dianggap sebagai pemantap budaya (cultural ballast). Bahasa merupakan wahana 
yang mampu menyampaikan budaya secara semulajadi. Hilang bahasa akan hilang kemampuan 
tersebut. Maka sebutan baku merupakan satu cara memelihara kemurnian bahasa dan budaya.” 
 
180 Berita Minggu, 1 Mac 1992, “Junjung Budaya Melalui Bahasa”.  
“Sebutan baku is seen as a necessity for the region, for the sake of the language’s future and for 
unifying the languages in Nusantara. In my opinion, it is an added advantage for the children’s 
future, and in addition it affirms the status of Malay Languages so that it will be a language of 
knowledge, science and technology.”  
 
[“Sebutan baku dianggap sebagai tambahan demi kepentingan kerantauan, demi kepentingan 
masa depan, demi kepentingan perpaduan rumpun bahasa di Nusantara ini. Saya rasa ini adalah 
tambahan positif untuk masa depan anak-anak kita, bahkan mengukuhkan lagi kedudukan bahasa 
Melayu agar menjadi bahasa ilmu dan bahasa sains dan teknologi.] 
 
181 Berita Minggu, 1 Mac 1992, “Junjung Budaya Melalui Bahasa”.  
“Kita mahukan bahasa yang menjadi jiwa bangsa. Kita mahukan bahasa penjunjung budaya. Kita 
mahu membina jembatan penuturan menyeberangi Selat Melaka, Selat Teberau dan Laut Cina 
Selatan kerana semangat Asean telah pun membahangkan kehangatan dan persaudaraan.” 
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The implementation of sebutan baku will also ensure that the structure of the 
Malay language is well maintained amidst the strong influence of foreign languages and 
its Malayness is preserved when the need arises. In this manner, the language is well 
guarded. 
 
“The use of sebutan baku ensures that the structure of Malay language is 
maintained and developed with a sense of Malayness if the need arises. in 
this manner, we are safekeeping the language. The usage of this language in 
its formal form directly ensures the use of standard Malay language, rather 
than an informal one.”182 
 
 As such, sebutan baku is seen as a tool to ensure that Malay language remain 
relevant in its original manner and thus, easy to learn, as compared to English language. 
This portrays the kind of understanding towards culture and its relationship with 
language. The notion of ensuring that authenticity and purity of a language is preserved 
and maintained, is understood as standardizing its pronunciation. This is a grave mistake 
made in delienating the notion of culture and language as it is simplistic and would 
impede development in both areas183 as a language needs to be develop holistically and 
not just its prononciation.  
 
 It is very worrying that pronunciation has been identified as the key factor in 
language development. Here, we can infer that there is a conscious effort in promoting 
the advocacy of sebutan baku in Singapore, more than the other aspects of Malay 
language. This implies a narrow perception towards the idea of language by attributing 
standardization of language to its development. This also means that culture has been 
                                                        
182 Mohamed Pitchay Gani Bin Mohamed Abdul Aziz, Legasi Bahasa Melayu. p 112. 
“Penggunaan sebutan baku akan memastikan bahawa bahasa Melayu dikekalkan bentuknya dan 
ditambah dengan bentuk baru yang ‘kemelayuan’ apabila timbul keperluan. Melalui cara ini 
bahasa akan terpelihara. Penggunaan secara formal akan secara langsung memastikan bahasa yang 
baku digunakan berbanding dengan penggunaan tidak formal.” 
 
183 Sekata, Jurnal Pembinaan Bahasa dan Persuratan, Majlis Bahasa Melayu Singapura Mei 2004, 
p.15. 
“Cara ini memastikan bahasa Melayu terpelihara dan relevan dalam bentuk Melayunya sendiri. 
Cara ini pasti memudahkan pembelajaran bahasa. Malah sebutan baku diusahakan untuk 
mengelakkan bahasa Melayu daripada mengalami nasib seperti bahasa Inggeris.” 
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narrowly defined in an unsophisticated manner, due to the lack of critical consciousness 
and problematization on both language and culture. 
 
The standardization of Malay language is not just a linguistic or cultural issue but it 
has the potential to chart the progress of a nation, besides bearing the identity of the 
Malay race. In this case, sebutan baku has become the identity of Singaporean Malays 
especially since efforts to maintain its implementation. In fact, to a certain extent, it has 
been regarded as the key factor in representing the Singapore Malay society 
determination to ensure their language is progressive in nature, because we have been 
consistent in ensuring it was the right decision. 
 
“A timeframe of 10 years is too short. In other words, it also portrays the 
attitude of the Malays who choose the easy way out and refuse to put in 
effort, to the extent of putting their ethnic identity in a compromising 
situation. The loss of sebutan baku means the loss of Malay identity because 
foreign influence will penetrate quickly and effectively.”184 
 
In the case of Malay language, it is also deemed as practical to have a 
standardized pronunciation to reduce inconsistencies and ambiguity of the language. The 
need for a standard language in this region is based on the assumption that it will help to 
improve regional ties, as everyone will speak in the same manner.  
 
It is rather worrying that one defines the notion of culture with a shallow 
understanding where the implementation of sebutan baku appears to be the only factor 
that is capable of stimulating development of Malay language within the community. A 
language of knowledge, science and technology depends greatly on the ability to 
articulate rationality and intellectual issues. By focusing on pronunciation alone, the 
worldview of culture that spurs this sebutan baku advocacy with regard to how language 
and culture are perceived is already constricted to begin with, as portrayed in Malay 
language education.                                                         
184 Mohamed Pitchay Gani Bin Mohamed Abdul Aziz, Legasi Bahasa Melayu, p 131. 
“Tempoh sepuluh tahun terlalu singkat. Ia secara tidak langsung menggambarkan citra 
masyarakat Melayu yang ingin senang dalam semua perkara dan tidak mahu berusaha sehingga 
sanggup meletakkan nadi bangsa di kedudukan yang membahayakan. Hilang sebutan baku bererti 
hilang identiti Melayu kerana pengaruh asing akan menyerap dengan cepat dan penuh kesan.” 
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As such, we can observe that the basis of implementing sebutan baku in Malay 
Language education, portrays the aspiration of certain social groups with regard to their 
understanding of Malay language and culture. By implementing sebutan baku, it completes 
the equation of what is perceived as the standard language, making the language 
holistically developed. It has been justified by the proponents of sebutan baku that there is 
a need to include sebutan baku in Malay language education so that the students would 
learn and be exposed to a set of standard pronunciation that is believed to play an 
important role in developing the language, and this would mean formulating the culture 
too. However, the arguments presented to support the advocacy of sebutan baku is based 
on a narrow definition of culture. not only will this affect the development of Malay 
language, it will certainly impact the vision of Arif Budiman in its realization. 
 
 
Breeding a Conformist Attitude 
 
The implementation of sebutan baku is said to have created a disparity in the way 
Malay language is spoken in formal settings and in normal, day-to-day situations. The 
idea of uniformity in spoken Malay language is perpetrated through the advocacy of 
sebutan baku, and this highlights the language idealism that lies in the pursuit of an ideal 
pronunciation. The sebutan baku policy has contributed to breeding a conformist attitude 
in the community, and this in turn not only depict the lack of intellectual rigor in the 
language and cultural discourse but perpetuates long-standing views in these fields 
including those that are regressive and constricted in nature. 
 
With the top-down approach, users are compelled to use a pronunciation which 
is deemed as irrelevant and ‘unnatural’185 because for many decades, Malay language users 
have been flexible in speaking the language in a certain manner, fluctuating between both 
forms of pronunciation, Johor-Riau and sebutan baku. Both are regarded as standard 
pronunciation where either form or a use of both in Singapore’s context has not caused 
any form of confusion, inaccurate use of words and misunderstanding of content due to 
pronunciation.  
                                                         
185 This will be further discussed later in this chapter. 
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 There exists much conviction on the efficacy of sebutan baku but the 
implementation of this policy perpetuates a narrow definition of culture and language 
due to the lack of intellectual rigor in understanding language and culture. This can be 
observed by studying the effects of sebutan baku advocacy in Malay language education. 
These include: 1) the pursuit of uniformity, 2) compulsory implementation of sebutan 
baku in schools and 3) sebutan baku as a criterion in the domain of media and the arts. 
 
 
The Pursuit of Uniformity 
 
Through the advocacy of sebutan baku, we observe the pursuit for uniformity that 
stems from the idea of standardization. The non-inclusive attitude towards the possible 
variations in language discourse has clearly depicted with the over-emphasis on 
uniformity of the Malay language.  However, one needs to understand that 
standardization does not mean total uniformity. As such, it is possible and permissible to 
have and accommodate different varieties, which is inevitable and normal, existing in a 
language. 
 
“Standardization does not seek a complete uniformity. It allows the 
existence of variations of single codes. This means that if the trend in the 
speech community shows that there are two widely accepted ways 
(instead one) of pronouncing a particular word, so be it. Standardization 
admits what are acceptable to the community as a whole, and with it goes 
the stark reality that it is next to impossible to make a community of 
speakers speak the same way in all situations...”186  
 
Thus, we can imply that the pursuit of uniformity is due to a misconstrued 
approach towards standardization and this is due to a narrow definition of culture that 
requires the culture of a specific community to be homogeneous. This implies that the 
non-inclusive attitude has perpetuated and imposed the notion of uniformity on all 
Malay users, without any regard of cultural experiences. This clearly portrays the 
inclination to ensure that people can be categorized into specific domains and under                                                         
186 Asmah Haji Omar, Language and Language Situation in Southeast Asia: With a Focus on Malaysia. 
(Kuala Lumpur: Akademi Pengajian Melayu, Universiti Malaya, 2003), p.178. 
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selected labels, including the definition, role, characteristics and status of language and 
culture, as though one being is representative of everyone else and provides sufficient 
representation. 
 
From a linguistic viewpoint, it is easier to standardize spelling and therefore 
writing especially in a small nation like Singapore where the number of Malay language 
users is rather small. Language users are exposed to different varieties especially with the 
surge of various forms of media. It is inevitable that the way a language is spoken is 
influenced by other language varieties, whether from the same language or otherwise.  
 
“Whereas the writing system requires a high degree of uniformity so that 
messages may be transmitted over time and distance in a clear and 
unambiguous manner, speech is a social activity. The seeds of change are 
always present in spoken languages, and even the social factors that 
encourage covert and informal maintenance of particular spoken varieties 
may have the effect of ensuring that different varieties continue to maintain 
partly independent existences. The standard ideology, however, promotes 
uniformity at the expense of variety, and the prescriptive tradition has always 
aimed at uniformity in speech as well as writing.”187 
 
With the SMC (Speak Mandarin Campaign) leading the way to ‘uniform’ a 
language among the Chinese, the issue with the Malay community is to standardize its 
pronunciation. However, unlike the situation faced by the Chinese in Singapore and 
Malays in Malaysia and Indonesia, Malays in Singapore generally spoke standard Malay 
although they also speak certain dialects. Unlike many Chinese families who had to 
sacrifice the usage of dialects at home in place of Mandarin, majority of Malay families 
are still using the Johor-Riau pronunciation at home instead of sebutan baku. This is also 
due to the fact that sebutan baku is only made compulsory in formal situations. 
 
 Here, the preoccupation with achieving uniformity through sebutan baku in 
spoken Malay shows that variety in a culture is not accepted. This brings about the 
conformist attitude where variety is shunned upon and members of the community have                                                         
187 James & Lesley Milroy, Authority in Language: Investigating Language Prescription & Standardisation. 
(London: Routledge, 1991), p. 69. 
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to adopt what has been determined. This conformist attitude impedes the vision of Arif 
Budiman as a cultured man needs to be broad-minded and not adopt a one-way approach 
in defining culture and language. Nonetheless, it is believed that through standardization 
of Malay language, the concept of uniformity will lead the language to being a unifying 
factor in society.  
 
“In the context of formal usage, sebutan baku is considered realistic because 
the term ’formal’ means there is a need for certain rules and limitations. 
Thus, during the class sessions in schools, lectures or speeches and radio and 
television broadcasting done by newscaster; these are in the formal context 
because they should not speak or discuss things freely or express an issue 
based on emotions. This is the advantage of sebutan baku. These are words 
that are expressed after much thought. As such, it is more rational and 
objective and at the same time, hinders one from vagueness and 
misunderstandings.”188 
 
 It is clear that sebutan baku is part of the standardization process that aims to 
ensure uniformity so that Malay language can remain relevant despite the changes in 
society. It is said that the solution to ensure the development of Malay language is 
through sebutan baku which applies the phonemic system; 
 
 “It is evident that the Malay world needs a language form that is standard 
and untainted by the influences as a result of development. As such, a system 
that is neutral and unbiased, one that can perpetuate uniformity and ensures 
the suitability of language use, and at the same time able to withstand the 
changes of time, is found in a phonemic system where pronunciation is 
according to the spelling.”189 
                                                        
188 Mohamed Pitchay Gani Bin Mohamed Abdul Aziz, Legasi Bahasa Melayu, p. 123. 
“Dalam konteks penggunaan formal, sebutan baku adalah realistik kerana istilah formal itu 
bermaksud perlunya aturan dan had-had tertentu. Maka di sekolah semasa sesi di dalam kelas, 
ceramah atau hujahan semasa dalam majlis dan juga penyiaran di radio dan televisyen oleh para 
juruhebah; semuanya adalah dalam lingkaran formal kerana mereka tidak boleh sewenang-
wenangnya bertutur atau bercakap sesuka hati atau berlandaskan emosi. Ini kelebihan sebutan 
baku. Ia merupakan kata-kata yang diungkapkan setelah kita berfikir. Maka ia lebih rasional dan 
berobjektif serta mampu mengelakkan kekaburan dan salahtafsir.” 
 
189 Mohamed Pitchay Gani Bin Mohamed Abdul Aziz, Legasi Bahasa Melayu, p. 109. 
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 It has been said that sebutan baku aims to improve the effectiveness of using 
bahasa baku among users and to further stabilize the system and internal structure of 
Malay language;  
 
“The standard language frees us from the confusion of having to select a 
variation among the many to symbolize a living language. It allows for 
effective and efficient communication because the pronunciation in the 
standard language is clear and concise. However, this does not mean that the 
standard language will not undergo change because a language evolves 
according to the changes experienced by the users. In the development of a 
language, we should look at making the language stable but diverse.”190 
 
 It is clear that the implementation of sebutan baku is not just to unify Malay 
language users in Singapore because there is no significant variation or overpowering use 
of other dialects in standard Malay language, but it aims to link Malay language users in 
this region and become a major language, “it is proven that the implementation of sebutan 
baku in Singapore is not because of individuals who have vested interests in the language, 
but the implementation is done because there is consciousness that Malay language is a 
major language to be used by the people in the Malay world and has to be 
standardized.”191 
                                                                                                                                                               
“Jelas sekali, rantau Melayu memerlukan satu bentuk bahasa Melayu yang baku dan terpelihara 
daripada pengaruh-pengaruh kesan perkembangan zaman. Maka satu sistem ejaan yang neutral 
dan tidak memihak mana-mana pihak tetapi dapat menimbulkan keseragaman dan memastikan 
kesesuaian penggunaan bahasa serta mampu bertahan dek peredaran zaman, telah ditemui dalam 
sistem fonemik iaitu sebutan mengikut huruf.” 
 
190 Seminar Sebutan Baku BM, 8-10 September 1992, Pusat Islam Singapura. 
“Adanya bahasa baku membebaskan kita dari kebingungan untuk memilih variasi di antara 
puluhan variasi yang menandai bahasa yang hidup. Adanya bahasa baku membuat komunikasi 
menjadi efektif dan efisien, karena patokan-patokan dalam bahasa baku sederhana dan jelas. Itu 
tidak berarti bahwa bahasa baku itu tidak bisa berubah, karena bahasa selalu berubah sesuai 
dengan perubahan yang dialami oleh masyarakat penggunanya. Dalam pembinaan bahasa kita 
katakan, kita harus menjadikannya bahasa yang stabil tetapi luwes.” 
 
191 Sekata Jilid 10 Bilangan 2 Jun 1992, p.3. 
“…maka sahlah bahawa pelaksanaan sebutan baku di Singapura ini bukan dilakukan semata-mata 
kerana kehendak sesetengah orang yang kebetulan mempunyai kepentingan dengan bahasa, tetapi 
pelaksanaan itu dilakukan kerana kesedaran pengguna bahawa sebagai salah satu bahasa besar 
yang digunakan penduduk di sebahagian besar muka bumi bahasa Melayu haruslah baku 
sifatnya.” 
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 Unfortunately, the implementation of sebutan baku in this region has not be 
consistent. In fact, it does not serve the purpose of the region’s communication tool 
even though the 4 countries, Malaysia, Indonesia, Brunei and Singapore forms the 
language body, known as MABBIM, that discusses and determines the development of 
Malay language. Today, Malaysia has stopped using and implementing sebutan baku while 
Indonesia on the other hand, has concluded that with its large number of varieties, it will 
carry on with its own standard language, Bahasa Indonesia. Thus, the call for sebutan baku 
in an attempt to ease communication in this region has not met its desired outcome. This 
only proves the point that the idea of standardization would only reach a certain level 
and that uniformity is not an achievable end result.  
 
 On this note, we can understand the reluctance of Singapore Malay language 
users in using sebutan baku as it serves no real purpose and the objectives set out have 
failed to show its results. The idea of uniformity has only led to conformity as it breeds 
and reflects a non-inclusive attitude towards diverse ways in which language is used and 
spoken. This non-inclusive attitude will result in a lack of fervor in the use of the 
language because the on-going implementation also implies that Malay language is 
‘technical’ and its structure has been decided upon, allowing no room for criticality and 
creativity. This attitude impacts the vision of Arif Budiman as a language that is defined as 
such will not create Arif Budiman persons. 
 
 Language users should be given the freedom to choose the type of pronunciation 
according to the context of the speech, situation, and community’s preference and 
comfort level. It is important to note that this study is not against the use of sebutan baku 
but the important point in this study is the lack of critical approach towards Malay 
language that can be clearly concluded by kind of objectives and reasons provided by its 
advocates. Another factor to note is written language is only a partial representation of 
spoken language and to require a person to pronounce a word as it is written is 
incredulous. Thus, once again it shows a weak analysis and discourse of language issues. 
 
“In contexts where speakers are interacting with one another in a natural 
and spontaneous manner that is characteristic of verbal communication, a 
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uniformity which orientates itself to a single focal area may not be easy to 
achieve.”192 
 
Asmah Haji Omar, a prominent linguist makes a distinction between standard 
Malay and ‘uniformed’ language or bahasa baku. She mentions that term “standard” has 
been misunderstood as “uniformed”. However, the notion of standard depends on the 
indvidual, location, period of time and what is regard by the community as a norm.193 
 
 The difference in the understanding of what is referred to as baku and standard 
has an impact on the understanding and receptiveness of the standard pronunciation or 
what it is termed as the sebutan baku. If bahasa baku is considered as the basis of reference 
that constitutes what makes a good and effective Malay language, it bears a different 
meaning to the concept of uniformity. Asmah further elaborated on the difference 
between term ‘standard’ and ‘uniform’ in language discourse. 
 
“However, people questioned my concept of “standard”, because to them 
“standard” meant “one”. To them, standard language must represent one 
uniform variety. People had even gone so far as to say that in English there 
was only one standard variety, and that was Queen’s English, and that Malay 
could never reach the status of High-language unless it had one standard 
variety, as in English.”194 
 
Furthermore, the concept of sebutan baku has not been critically and intellectually 
researched upon as this study has observed that majority of the papers presented on this 
topic are repetitive in their arguments and many are without any form of scientific                                                         
192 Asmah Haji Omar, The Linguistic Scenery in Malaysia, p.167. 
 
193 Asmah Haji Omar, “Kajian Bahasa Melayu dalam Usaha Mempertingkatkan Mutu Pengajaran 
Bahasa Melayu” in Kongres Bahasa Melayu Sedunia: Bahasa Melayu Sebagai Bahasa Antarabangsa: 
Wawasan dan Keyakinan. (Kuala Lumpur, 1995), p. 6.  
“Saya membezakan bahasa seragam atau baku dari bahasa standard. Kata “seragam” (atau 
“baku”) seolah-olah membawa konsep sama seratus peratus. Sebaliknya “standard” membawa 
konsep persamaan yang memberi tempat kepada kelainan atau variasi. Dalam perkataan lain, 
variasi dalam “standard” boleh wujud pada peringkat individu, kawasan atau kumpulan dan ini 
diterima sebagai norma.” 
 




justification. There is clearly an absence of counter-arguments because the lack of 
intellectual rigor in discussing this topic is very limited. However, users of Malay 
language are also very much aware of ‘laras bahasa’, which is the need to converse 
differently when one is in different situations and with respective individuals. Users have 
to realize that there is a need to adhere to the different ‘laras bahasa’. 
 
 As such, a good and effective Malay language should be receptive to varieties as it 
means being open to the many facets of culture. Only with a broad definition of culture, 
can Malay language education produce learned men. The idea of sebutan baku implies that 
the varieties of pronunciation in the Malay language will be narrowed down to simply 
one form of pronunciation. This refers to sebutan baku that is part of bahasa baku which 
has been introduced as the pronunciation that users in various domains have to adhere to 
over time, beginning with the usage in formal situations. 
 
 This affects the idea of variety in the Malay language that has been colored and 
influenced by the various dialects in the society and region. As mentioned by Asmah, 
“The idea of having “uniformity” and “standard” has permeated into the handling of 
language.”195 From this understanding of language, it development has been affected and 




Compulsory Implementation of Sebutan Baku in Schools 
  
 The implementation of sebutan baku begins in national schools as it is a way of 
reaching out to the masses and making sebutan baku as part of a community’s effort to 
perfecting the standard Malay language. 
 
“Sebenarnya, sebutan Melayu baku yang akan mula diajarkan di sekolah-
sekolah pada tahun depan itu ialah suatu rancangan jangka panjang yang 
teratur bagi memasyarakatkan sebutan baku itu sebagai langkah 
                                                        




menyempurnakan penggunaan bahasa Melayu Baku. Langkah ini mungkin 
memakan masa enam atau sepuluh tahun.”196 
 
 In other words, sebutan baku is taught in schools as a long term initiative to 
socially ‘engineer’ the standard pronunciation as part of Malay language development in 
Singapore. 
 
Sebutan baku has been implemented in Malay Language education197, not only as 
the right pronunciation that is to be used in the classrooms (considered a formal setting 
by the sebutan baku criteria) but it has pushed its way to outside the classroom where 
some educators used it even during informal settings. This can be observed by the 
various language competitions where presenters and students are informed that they 
need to use sebutan baku, or else marks will be deducted. 
 
In Singapore, we see how a number of social groups support the implementation 
of sebutan baku in the educational sphere as it is deemed to be pragmatically feasible in its 
implementation. As part of the standardization of Malay language, the Singapore 
government has decided to implement the use of sebutan baku to standardize not only the 
grammatical and lexical components of Malay language, but also its pronunciation. 
Furthermore, the implementation of sebutan baku is considered as a pragmatic approach 
as it is believed to assist in the teaching and learning of Malay language. 
 
“Ministry of education explained that sebutan baku is implemented as part of 
the efforts to continue with the standardisation process as it has done with 
spelling, terminology, grammar and morphology. It is aimed to help students 
in the learning of Malay language, specifically in reading and spelling. The                                                         
196 Berita Harian, 3 October 1992, “Sebutan Baku: Alah Bisa Tegal Biasa”. 
 
197 It is also important to note that in 1992, the Singapore government has decided that bahasa 
baku is to be used by all Malay language users. In addition, sebutan baku is the standard 
pronunciation that has to be adhered to in several domains; 1) formal educational institutions; 2) 
formal public speeches, lectures and seminars; 3) formal modes of communication and 
discussion in the public sector and 4) media. As much as the usage of sebutan baku is confined to 
formal situations, there has been a conscious effort to include it as a judging component in 
various competitions197 organised for students, whether or not it is organised by the ministry, 
language organisations or schools as well as in documentaries and children’s programmes that are 
screened on television. 
 
 102 
consistent relationship between writing and pronunciation build up allows 
students in their learning. Sebutan baku is one initiative that can be 
implemented, aligned with the development of the language in this region. 
This means that the basis for sebutan baku in Singapore is not merely an act 
of following a fad but it is because the benefits and pros of sebutan baku for 
Singapore is obvious.”198 
 
The basis of sebutan baku which relies on the way words are being spelled has been 
challenged. Asmah has debated that the spelling in Malay is not phonetic but graphemic, 
meaning that one phoneme may have more than one type of sound. She mentions; 
“from the linguistic point of view, a spelling based pronunciation is only feasible if the 
language is phonetically written. To have a phonetically written language, especially one 
that represents a whole language area and is accepted by speakers of the entire area is one 
that is not easily achieved. Neither is it practical. The spelling of Malay in Malaysia (and 
of Indonesia and Brunei) is not phonetic; it is graphemic. Hence, the dictum, 
pronunciation according to spelling, has misfired.”199  
 
Asmah further deliberated that “another factor which explains the inconsistency in 
the spelling systems of most languages is that the spelling systems are not wholly 
phonemic. This is due to the fact that in a particular alphabet system, for instance, some 
symbols represent phonemes while others represent phones.”200 
 
                                                        
198 Sekata Jurnal Pembinaan Bahasa dan Persuratan, Majlis Bahasa Melayu Singapura Mei 2004, 
p.12. 
“Kementerian Pendidikan menjelaskan bahawa sebutan baku dilaksanakan sebagai usaha 
kesinambungan pembakuan bahasa yang dilakukan dari segi ejaan, peristilahan, tatabahasa dan 
kosakata. Ia juga bertujuan membantu murid-murid dalam pembelajaran, khususnya dalam 
konteks ejaan dan bacaan. Hubungan yang tekal antara penulisan dan sebutan yang dihasilkan 
dapat membantu murid dalam proses pembelajaran. Sebutan baku merupakan suatu usaha yang 
dapat dilakukan untuk mengikuti perkembangan bahasa di rantau ini. Ini bermaksud bahawa 
dasar sebutan baku dilakukan di Singapura bukan kerana ikutan tetapi kerana telah jelas manfaat 
dan kebenaran sebutan baku ini untuk negara Singapura khususnya.” 
 
199 Asmah Haji Omar, The Linguistic Scenery in Malaysia. p.173. 
 
200 Ibid., p.73. 
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A good example would be the pronunciation of vowel ‘e’.201 This vowel has up to 
three variations. For instance, it is pronounced differently in these words, ‘emak’ 
(mother), ‘epal’ (apple) and ‘mereka’ (they/them).  Moving on, the concept of sebutan baku 
is not about pronouncing the vowel ‘a’ which is located at the end of the word. If the 
basis of sebutan baku is to pronounce as it is spelt, every phoneme has to be pronounced 
clearly, and it should not just be about changing the sound of the last syllable that ends 
with the vocal ‘a’.202 
 
Sebutan baku is assumed to further enhance the teaching of the language, which 
will enable users of Malay language to use sebutan baku in formal settings, thus 
communicating in a more effective manner. Based on the phonemic principle, which is 
the basis of sebutan baku, it is hoped that the sounds in Malay language are coded in a 
systematic and consistent manner.  
 
“MOE accepts the suggestion because the sebutan baku system does not 
change the spelling of Malay words and does not bring about problems 
during writing in Malay. Due to the fact that each vocal or consonant has 
only one type of sound, this system gives consistency between alphabet and 
sound.”203 
 
           However, the basis of using sounds to enable a more effective manner of 
communicating implies that pronunciation is given much emphasis. And in the case of 
Singapore, the fluctuation between two types of pronunciation is regarded as a non-issue. 
It is more important to develop the language as one that is capable of encapsulating                                                         
201 The Straits Times, 16 March 1988, “To er or to ah that is the question facing Malaysians”. This 
report mentions that “Used to pronouncing “saya” as “sah-yer”, they have to make the painful 
change to “sah-yah”. Equally agonising is the need to remember to keep “I” and “u” pure, as it 
were, after years of pronouncing then as “e” and “o” in certain positions.” 
 
202 Berita Harian, 5 November 1992, “Bahasa: Biar Baku, Jangan Beku”. 
 “Sebutan baku pula bukanlah hanya menukar sebutan bunyi akhir pada vocal ‘a’ seperti ‘ape’ 
kepada ‘apa’, ‘ mane’ kepada ‘mana’, ‘bile’ kepada ‘bila’ sahaja, malah sebutan baku juga 
menyeragamkan variasi sebutan yang selama ini sering mengelirukan para pelajar.” 
 
203  Mohamed Pitchay Gani Bin Mohamed Abdul Aziz, Legasi Bahasa Melayu, p. 104. “MOE 
menerima saranan tersebut kerana sistem Sebutan Baku tidak mengubah ejaan perkataan Melayu 
dan tidak mendatangkan masalah ketika menulis dalam Bahasa Melayu. Oleh kerana setiap vokal 
atau konsonan hanya mempunyai satu bentuk bunyi yang berkaitan dengannya, sistem ini 
memberikan ketekalan (consistency) antara huruf dan bunyi.” 
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intellectual thoughts and addressing the issue of terminology as a proper analysis of a 
language problem as we face a problem of language shift and code switching. Therefore, 
a narrow definition of culture leads to an inaccurate conceptualization of language, thus 
contributing to the problem of attaining the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
In schools, sebutan baku is included in the assessment of students. It forms part of 
the oral examination component (up to 25%) in all national examinations namely, 
‘PSLE’, ‘O’ level and ‘A’ level. It is a way to assess whether students have acquired the 
language and their ability to apply the language skills in oral communication. 
 
“In the field of education, the framework for this reference is important 
when carrying out assessment or testing of language acquisition amongst 
students. And it gets more crucial when the assessment is done in a 
centralized manner.”204 
 
The premise for the implementation of sebutan baku is based on the way words 
are being spelled. It takes into account the use of vowels in a word and pronunciation is 
according to the phonemics. It also take into account the nature of the word, for instance 
whether it is a root word or one with prefixes. 
 
“The main basis for sebutan baku states that Malay pronunciation has to 
follow the manner it has been spelt, based on the alphabetical letterings and 
syllables as well as the function of the word in a sentence. Attention has to 
be focused on these characteristics: (i) pronunciation of letters: in general, 
every Romanized letter has to be pronounce clearly following the correct 
Malay sound as transcribed, (ii) pronunciation of word: it has to be 
pronounced as it is spelled, regardless of whether it is a root word or 
otherwise, (iii) intonation: dependable on the type of syntax and content.”205                                                         
204 Sekata, Jurnal Pengembangan dan Pengajaran Bahasa, Jilid 10, p. 4.  
“Dalam bidang pendidikan, kerangka rujukan ini penting sewaktu penilaian atau pengujian 
terhadap kecekapan bahasa dalam kalangan murid dijalankan. Bertambah-tambah lagi apabila 
sistem penilaian itu berupa sistem pemeriksaan pusat.” 
 
205 Sekata, Jurnal Pembinaan Bahasa dan Persuratan, Majlis Bahasa Melayu Singapura Mei 2004, 
p.11. 
“Dasar umum sebutan baku telah ditetapkan bahawa sebutan baku bagi kata bahasa Melayu 
hendaklah berdasarkan ejaan, iaitu sebutan menurut perlambangan huruf dan penyukuan kata, 
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 In the teaching and learning of Malay language, spelling and reading are the two 
components that are given greater emphasis in the earlier years of language education. 
Thus, sebutan baku helps students to learn how to spell and read in a more consistent 
manner as each phoneme has only one type of sound, with some exceptions. However, 
many users including teachers and students tend to overemphasize the pronunciation of 
‘a’ in their speech, without understanding that sebutan baku calls for the right 
pronunciation of not the vowel ‘a’ alone. For instance, many users in their attempt to 
speak using sebutan baku pronounce the ‘k’ in words like ‘datuk’ and ‘batuk’, without 
realizing it is a glottal stop.206  
 
Thus, the theory of one sound per phoneme is debatable. On one side, the 
theory is said to be an effective pedagogical tool in teaching Malay as most Malay 
language teaches Malay language through the breakdown of syllables. As argued by 
language planners, this system provided a more consistent system between alphabets and 
sounds. The inability to understand one’s language has lead to a forced imposition of the 
culture in communication. This portrays a bigger problem of justifying a non-issue, that 
is a problem of pronunciation in Singapore and then, having to prove the 
implementation of sebutan baku, where it is scientifically questionable in the field of 
linguistics. Worse, by incorrectly theorizing the language and implementing a 
methodology to acquire Malay language, we are creating the very obstacle towards 
producing a learned man who is knowledgeable in Malay Language through the vision of 
Arif Budiman as students’ exposure to the language is one that is refutable. 
 
                                                                                                                                                              
serta fungsinya dalam ayat. Perhatian perlu diberikan kepada ciri-ciri sebutan berikut: (i) sebutan 
huruf: Pada umumnya, setiap huruf dalam ejaan Rumi (atau Jawi) hendaklah dilafazkan dengan 
jelas menurut nilai bunyi bahasa Melayu yang dilambangkan, (ii) sebutan kata: Sebutan kata 
hendaklah berdasarkan ejaan secara keseluruhan dan juga berdasarkan bentuk kata (pola-pola 
suku kata), sama ada kata dasar atau kata terbitan, (iii) intonasi: Intonasi ialah nada suara yang 
turun naik atau tinggi rendah sewaktu bercakap, dan hendaklah berdasarkan jenis dan bentuk ayat 
atau kalimat dalam bahasa Melayu.” 
 
206 Read Berita Harian, 2 September 1992, “Langkah Ketat Tidak Perlu”.  
“Haji Sidek juga telah bercakap tentang saranan Jawatankuasa Bahasa Melayu Kementerian 
Pelajaran supaya sebutan baku dilaksanakan di sekolah-sekolah secara longgar. Saranan itu 
bermakna para pelajar akan dibenarkan menggunakan sebutan yang disenanginya dalam ujian 
lisan Bahasa Melayu. Misalnya, seorang pelajar dibenarkan menyebut S-U-R-O-H bagi perkataan 
‘suruh’. Perkataan itu seharusnya disebut sebagai S-U-R-U-H.” 
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Some Malay language users have also raised the issue of inconsistencies in using 
sebutan baku as a pedagogical tool as the teaching of Malay language cannot be based 
simply on phonemes and sounds. There is a need to teach words based on context 
because it is of more useful to teach within context so that students are able to apply 
words in writing and speech as well as learning how to spell. This means making sense of 
words, thoughts and expressions. As mentioned by Freire, “reading the word and the 
world” and this means going beyond the text. Hence, this will aid students to make sense 
of their surroundings and empower themselves through the learning of language, and 
become a cultured person as mentioned in the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
Furthermore, the argument that states sebutan baku is about teaching the right 
manner of pronunciation as words are spelt have been rebutted against due to the 
rationale analysis where words should be pronounced as it is already been done and there 
is no need to change the status quo to fit that particular theory because it has already 
been ‘standardized’ by the users themselves. This in fact, has received numerous calls 
against the implementation as it is seen as a violation of the community’s standard 
pronunciation known as the Johor-Riau pronunciation. 
 
In addition, sebutan baku is now part of national exam assessment, where students 
are told to place greater emphasis on pronunciation, in other words they need to 
remember the sounds of vowels and consonants during reading and discussion instead of 
emphasizing on content, fluency and effectiveness of communicating in Malay language. 
And lastly, to show that there is consistency, children’s programs use sebutan baku too, 
even if the context is an informal one. 
 
Despite the implementation of sebutan baku in schools, users feel that it is 
unnatural and they feel forced as they are used to using the Johor-Riau standardization. 
On top of that, they are made to use sebutan baku only in certain context and have, 
students are coerced into using sebutan baku in schools. The natural way of speaking is 
certainly not sebutan baku for many of the users as they will switch back to the Johor-Riau 
pronunciation. The older family members who have not gone through the sebutan baku 
policy do not actively promote its usage in the family domain. This leads to a disparity in 
the idea of language and thus, affects the development of culture as well as impacting the 
vision of Arif Budiman. 
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“If the modes of pronunciation has not been able to be standardized because 
an artificial situation has arises, how then can we expect users of various 
dialects to use a good and uniformed pronunciation when they communicate 
in Malay language in a formal situation. This fact spurs me to admit that a 
standardized pronunciation cannot exist.”207 
 
 In fact, this reaction is expected by the proponents of sebutan baku, is that it is 
only required in formal context in the case of Singapore. The social context of using 
Malay language does not require the use of sebutan baku. In Singapore, users of Malay 
language do not face the problem of having too many variations as in Malaysia or 
Indonesia. Generally, users of Malay language already speak standard Malay, one that can 
be understood across users, regardless of whether they speak Javanese or Boyanese at 
home. They are used to the Johor-Riau pronunciation, as they are comfortable speaking 
in it for many years and it does not bring about any confusion in writing as well. 
 
Interviews and focus-group discussions with a number of secondary school 
Malay language teachers reveal that some teachers are inconsistent in their usage of 
sebutan baku in schools. This is due to their understanding that sebutan baku is only meant 
for formal context such as seminars and high-level meetings, although it is stated that 
sebutan baku has to be used in the classroom, in the teaching and learning of Malay 
language. As such, during brainstorming exercises and group work, students are given the 
freedom to communicate without the use of sebutan baku as the discussion is in an 
informal context. However, during presentations, students are encouraged to use sebutan 
baku. 
 
Some teachers only use sebutan baku in class, meaning that they will revert back to 
Johor-Riau pronunciation while communicating to students outside the class whether or                                                         
207 Arbak Othman, “Standardisasi Sebutan: Suatu Cita-cita Yang Tidak Praktis?” In Bahasa Jiwa 
Bangsa (Jilid 2). (Brunei Darussalam: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 2000). 
“Sekiranya pola sebutan mereka belum lagi seragam kerana wujudnya keadaan yang artificial 
sekiranya berlaku, bolehlah kita mengharapkan golongan penutur dialek yang berbagai-bagai yang 
terbesar jumlahnya itu untuk dapat melahirkan sebutan yang baik dan seragam dalam 
perhubungan mereka yang menggunakan bahasa Melayu dalam situasi formal? Hakikat seperti 
inilah seterusnya mendorong saya mengatakan bahawa ‘standardisasi sebutan’ tidak mungkin 
wujud seperti sepatutnya dikehendaki.” 
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not the issue raised is related to the teaching and learning of Malay language. There are 
also some teachers who would consciously use it only during classroom observation 
assessment, as they will be graded also on the use of sebutan baku by their peers or 
reporting officer. Another group of teachers also mentioned that they do not use sebutan 
baku in the teaching of Malay language but informed their students to use it for oral 
examinations. Even so, these teachers mentioned that during oral examination, minimal 
marks are deducted for the non-usage of sebutan baku as the content discussed and 
spontaneity of students to speak based on the topic given carry more marks. This is 
worrying, as the advocacy appears very technical without much justification explained to 
both teachers and students. As such, the sebutan baku advocacy has caused students to be 
rigid or artificial in their use of language. But a more pertinent issue that needs to be 
address is how this rigidity and imposition affects how the young users are trained to 
think critically about their language and culture. 
 
It is also important to note that there is a lack of proper supervision in the usage 
of sebutan baku in schools. Also, there is lack of opportunity and space to use sebutan baku 
as it is confined to formal context, which is debatable, as mentioned by one teacher who 
said that a workshop (regarded as a formal context) attended by parents is not considered 
as ‘formal’ as one attended by students. Hence, this makes sebutan baku appear 
inconsistent. These inconsistencies affect the development of language and culture and 
impede the realization of the vision of Arif Budiman as inconsistency in the advocacy of 
sebutan baku clearly depicts a lack of intellectual rigor in the field of language and culture. 
More at risk is the kind of understanding towards language and culture that is 
perpetuated through this advocacy. The linkages formed between language and culture 
affects the level of realization of Arif Budiman because stakeholders are unable to be 
critically conscious of the culture and language discourse but they are made to conform. 
 
The argument for sebutan baku also stretches on by using the examples of words 
that carry double meanings, though spelt in the same manner. This does not need sebutan 
baku, but instead, the educators need to teach students that there is a difference in 
pronunciation and each manner or pronouncing the word will have to be based on the 
context of the word usage as it carries a different meaning with the selected 
pronunciation. As such, it is a pedagogical approach that needs to be reviewed and the 
manner to overcome this is not through sebutan baku. Without a review on the teaching 
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pedagogy that sees sebutan baku as an effective one, we face an uphill task of achieving 
the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
 
Sebutan Baku as a Criterion in the Domain of Media and Arts  
 
We have seen the implementation of sebutan baku in schools. This advocacy of 
sebutan baku has also extend itself to the media scene, “Malaysia has announced the use of 
sebutan baku (to pronounce a word as it is spelled) in 1988. Singapore started the use of 
sebutan baku through its implementation in schools in January 1993, through the medium 
of radio and television in 1995.”208 It has further reiterated that, “when the span of 2 
years ends in 1995, SBC will adopt the use of sebutan baku for all programs, including 
news.”209 In order to prove that sebutan baku is not something new in the entertainment 
scene, old films like P. Ramlee’s are screened on television:  
 
“According to him, SBC will screen more old Malay films that used 
sebutan baku to emphasize to the public that this pronunciation is not a 
new thing.”210 
 
 Here, we can imply that the narrow definition of culture refers to any resource to 
justify the advocacy of sebutan baku. It also infer that culture is prefered to remain 
unchanged. This definition of culture goes against the need to be critical in the selection 
of cultural components where we prioritize progessive ones and reject those that are 
irrelevant and backward. 
                                                         
208 Bulan Bahasa ’96 Jiwai Bahasa Melayu Baku. (Singapura: Jawatankuasa Bulan Bahasa 1996, Majlis 
Bahasa Melayu Singapura, 1996), p.27. 
“…Malaysia telah mengisytiharkan penggunaan sebutan baku (menyebut kekata sebagaimana ia 
dieja) pada 1988. Singapura memulakan penggunaan sebutan baku melalui sekolah-sekolah pada 
Jan 1993; melalui radio dan televisyen mulai 1995.” 
 
209 Berita Harian, 22 Januari 1993, “Rancangan Melayu SBC Mula Guna Sebutan Baku.” 
“Apabila tempoh dua tahun tamat dalam 1995, SBC akan menggunakan sebutan baku 
sepenuhnya bagi semua rancangannya, termasuk berita.” 
 
210 Ibid. 
“Menurutnya, SBC akan menayangkan lebih banyak filem Melayu lama yang menggunakan 
sebutan baku untuk menekankan ia bukanlah perkara baru.” 
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 Furthermore, language evolves and is dynamic in nature, including its usage in 
speech. What was considered standard then may not be accepted now by its users. 
Interviews with members in the entertainment scene have provided an insight with 
regard to the implementation of sebutan baku in that field. A local theatre activist 
commented that to perform a play in sebutan baku is unrealistic as users do not speak in 
that manner in their daily usage. According to him, it is unfortunate that some Arts 
Education programs are not selected because the coordinators and facilitators do not 
want to conform to the use of sebutan baku. As such, it is a loss to the students as these 
are good programs that will boost student’s confidence and explore their potential as well 
as an income loss to the company. This may have an impact on not only students’ 
exposure to the arts scene and personal development, but may also affect the growth of 
the local arts scene.  
 
 One of the reasons as to why viewers are unable to ’accept’ the manner of 
pronunciation in the media, especially in television and radio, is due to the fact the 
pronunciation is done in an awkward manner. A television producer who does projects 
for the local Malay channel revealed that for children program, sebutan baku is a 
requirement. A producer who does not adhere to this requirement would not have his 
programs selected. However, this requirement is not enforced for normal programs like 
the drama series. In fact, according to a group of dramatists, the use of sebutan baku is 
considered ‘forced’ in normal dramas.211 
 
 There are worries that viewers would view the acting done as bad due to the 
‘unnatural’ pronunciation of lines in the drama, should sebutan baku be used. This may 
then affect viewer’s ratings and feedback on the program. This may have an adverse 
effect on independent media companies and also the quality of television programs aired 
for public viewing. 
                                                         
211 Read Arbak Othman, Standardisasi Sebutan: Suatu Cita-cita Yang Tidak Praktis?” In Bahasa 
Jiwa Bangsa (Jilid 2).  
“Saya berpendapat masyarakat masih belum dapat menerima pola tersebut di radio dan di tv itu 
untuk terus digunakan dalam perhubungan kerana bentuk seperti itu akan dilahirkan suasana yang 
kaku yang mungkin tidak sesuai daripada segi hakikat sosial yang sepatutnya wujud mengikut 
keadaan perhubungan sebenar dalam masyarakat. Keadaan yang tidak kena dan serba kurang 
penggunaannya bersebab daripada hakikat bahawa pola sebutan yang digunakan di radio dan di tv 
itu adalah pola sebutan bacaan dan bukan pola sebutan lisan. 
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 A local news broadcaster also commented that she has to use sebutan baku on air, 
however her respondents will converse in Johor-Riau pronunciation. Here, it is clear that 
there is a disparity between formal and informal context, which also involve the media 
scene. The common sentiment expressed is that, sebutan baku can be implemented for 
‘formal’ context like news reading, parliamentary commentaries and rallies. The disparity 
in pronunciation especially on media can cause anxiety, especially when the initial intent 
is to keep sebutan baku in the formal context. By implementing it on television and radio, 
the idea of a formal context has been expanded and perhaps is considered as infringing 
on the informal sphere in the usage of Malay language. Hence, there is a need to 
delineate which aspect in the domain of media that is considered as ‘formal’. 
 
“What is meant by over regulating is to be rigid and heavy handed about 
rules of language. There should be a certain measure of flexibility without 
mutilating the language. For example, an individual speaker should not be 
reprimanded for not pronouncing a certain sound or word exactly as the 
one planned by the authorities. If he can, well and good. However, the 
overall target should not be for the absolute but for the approximate.”212 
 
Here, we observed the insistence in implementing sebutan baku beyond schools, 
by making it a criterion in the domain of media and the arts. This advocacy is seen as 
being imposed on both practitioners and the audience. It can be seen as violating the 
community’s standard Johor-Riau pronunciation and the lack of discourse forces the 
masses to be uniformed, breeding the conformist attitude among the community. 
 
At this point, we have discussed in depth on how the sebutan baku advocacy is not 
to be taken lightly. By understanding the proponents of sebutan baku, we realized that the 
main limitation faced in Malay language education, is the lack of intellectual rigor in 
language and cultural discourse that gives rise to the narrow understanding of language 
and culture and impedes the realization of the vision of Arif Budiman via the sebutan baku 
advocacy.  
 
                                                         
212 Asmah Haji Omar, The Linguistic Scenery in Malaysia. p. 230. 
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Moving Forward With(Out) Sebutan Baku 
 
Despite the manner in which sebutan baku has been imposed on the Malay 
language as well as the Malay language education in Singapore, it is important to realize 
that the relationship between language and culture does not evolve around the issue of 
pronunciation alone. It is thus, important to analyze the idea of language and culture as 
this advocacy affects future development as we face new challenges and aspire to be a 
learned and cultured community.  
 
 Instead of being rhetorical with the idea of sebutan baku, Malay elites and Malay 
language users should be self-sustained and be critical towards their understanding of 
culture and language without the need to wait for others to decide on the rules and 
norms as the culture and language usage are varied and are based on different needs and 
contexts. Here, the vital issue is to address the lack of intellectual rigor in culture and 
language discourse that gives rise to a narrow understanding of these issues. 
 
The sebutan baku advocacy portrays clearly the narrow understanding of culture 
and language due to the inability to understand the nature and problem-posing the more 
significant issues in language discourse. If the development of Malay language as well as 
the desire to produce a learned man has become the objectives of sebutan baku, then 
progress made will be limited and narrow in perspectives. In addition, the idea of a 
standard language, where it places an emphasis on uniformity and eradicate all variations 
present in the language would result in the death of the language. 
 
Standardization of Malay language should not take the language on its substantive 
roles, where language is seen as a tool of communication, and not as a vehicle for 
enlightenment. In Malay language, it is not enough to be using bahasa baku, to be 
grammatical correct but it is also important to pay attention to language piety. 
 
“For the Malay community, the meaning of ‘correct’ is not simply defined in 
terms of ‘grammar’ alone but it encompasses courtesy or language piety.”213                                                         
213 Seminar Sebutan Baku BM, 8-10 September 1992, Pusat Islam Singapura, p.1. 
“Dan bagi masyarakat Melayu pula, pengertian ‘betul’ ini bukan hanya berkisar kepada 
‘ketatabahasaan’ sahaja, tetapi mencakupi juga santun bahasa atau bahasa yang berhemah.” 
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 If a language is geared towards one that satisfies the role of a formal and ‘pure’ 
language, it could slowly die, as it is important for a language to be alive in its proper 
context. Instead of emphasizing on sebutan baku in schools, it is vital to review the other 
components of bahasa baku too. Hence, it is also important to reflect on the quality of the 
Malay language syllabus. New words must be introduced in order to keep the language 
relevant for its current social context. Here, there is an assumption that the other areas of 
language standardization have reached a satisfactory level. However, with reference to 
language teaching, the language corpus and teaching pedagogy needs to be reviewed. On 
the other hand, the research on terminology should not end at the stage of data 
collection. It has to be used and applied in daily usage.214 
 
Malay elites, especially those in the literary circles need to bear in mind that there 
is a need for balance between theory and practice, and well as what is considered ideal 
and realistic. There is a need to review the implementation of sebutan baku, taking into the 
primary purpose in playing the role of a cultural ballast and the effect that it has on 
nurturing a conformist attitude as these have been proven to be detrimental in the 
pursuit of Arif Budiman. 
 
The standardization of Malay language is not simply a linguistic issue as language 
bears the identity of the Malay race too. In this case, sebutan baku has been imposed upon 
the community as the cultural-linguistic identity of Singaporean Malays, especially since 
efforts to maintain its implementation are still on-going till today. It is supposedly a 
representation of the Malay society’s determination to ensure their language is 
progressive in nature215, implying a cultural development and an attempt to produce a 
learned man as envisioned by the vision of Arif Budiman.                                                         
214 Read Berita Harian 1 Februari 1992, “Makna Genting Baku”.  
 
215 Mohamed Pitchay Gani Bin Mohamed Abdul Aziz, Legasi Bahasa Melayu, p 131.  
“Tempoh sepuluh tahun terlalu singkat. Ia secara tidak langsung menggambarkan citra 
masyarakat Melayu yang ingin senang dalam semua perkara dan tidak mahu berusaha sehingga 
sanggup meletakkan nadi bangsa di kedudukan yang membahayakan. Hilang sebutan baku bererti 
hilang identiti Melayu kerana pengaruh asing akan menyerap dengan cepat dan penuh kesan.” 
 
[“A timeframe of 10 years is too short. In other words, it also portrays the attitude of the Malays 
who choose the easy way out and refuse to put in effort, to the extent of putting their ethnic 
identity in a compromising situation. The loss of sebutan baku means the loss of Malay identity 
because foreign influence will penetrate quickly and effectively.”] 
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“The implementation of standard Malay language should not occur to the 
point it creates hatred and difficulties. The standardization process needs 
to be more attractive and effective should we collectively understood 
what is carried out, and to do it intelligently. This requires the balance 
between theory and practice as well as theory and reality.”216 
 
Therefore, the ideas of identity and ethnicity propagated in Malay language 
education portray the kind of understanding towards language and culture. In other 
words, the school textbooks play a significant role in transmitting the definition of 



















                                                         
216 Abdullah Hassan, Bahasa Melayu Sebagai Bahasa Ilmu dan Esei-esei Lain. (Shah Alam: Fajar Bakti, 
1997), p. 236. 
“Pelaksanaan bahasa Malayu baku seharusnya janganlah sampai menimbulkan kesukaran atau 
kebencian. Proses pembakuan itu mungkin akan menjadi lebih menarik dan berkesan sekiranya 
kita sama-sama dapat memahami perkara yang dilakukan, dan dilaksanakan dengan 




The Representation of Culture in Malay Language School Textbooks 
 
In the previous chapter, we have discussed the sebutan baku advocacy in hindering 
the realization of the vision of Arif Budiman due to the lack of intellectual discourse in 
language and culture that inevitably, has led to a narrow definition and limited 
understanding of these 2 issues. As mentioned in Chapter Three, the sebutan baku policy 
has clearly shown how culture has been linked to the pronunciation of a language and 
this narrow definition of culture is detrimental and impedes the community in producing 
cultured persons as envisioned by the vision of Arif Budiman. Moving on to the second 
issue that stems from the narrow definition of culture, this chapter will now discuss the 
representation of culture in Malay language school textbooks217 issued and sanctioned by 
CPDD.218 
 
By analyzing both primary and secondary school textbooks, workbooks and 
teacher’s guidebooks, namely, Mekar (currently used in primary schools), Jendela Bahasa 
and Jauhari219, we will delineate the problem of narrow definition of culture further by 
looking at the representation of culture in the curriculum. The narrow definition of 
culture as represented by the materials in the curriculum can be observed through 1) the 
selective definition of culture and 2) the selection and use of materials in the curriculum. 
This chapter will also highlight the importance of elevating the cultural aspect in the 
                                                        
217 There are studies made to understand the manner in which culture is being presented in them. 
One example is Glenn Toh’s paper on Primary School English Textbooks in Singapore Across 
the decades: An examination of the Cultural Content in the Oxford Series, PEP and PETS. He 
argues that, “how power relations relate to education have noted how education has been 
responsible for producing and perpetuating ideas associated with asymmetrical power relations”. 
 
Giroux propagates the idea of how “cultural resources” can be “selected, organized and 
distributed in schools to perpetuate existing power relations”. Read Henry Giroux, Theory and 
Resistance in Education: Pedagogy for the Opposition. (Massachusetts: Bergin and Harvey, 1983), p. 227. 
 
Here, I would like to stress that the manner in which culture is being presented in Malay language 
textbooks is an ideological impediment where the social agents who are tasked in determining the 
type of cultural and manner of representation would consider their very own vested interests. 
 
218 CPDD: Curriculum Planning and Development Division, Ministry of Education, Singapore. 
 219 Both books are currently used in the secondary level; the latter is the latest book published as 
schools await the complete publication of Jauhari at every level.  
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curriculum to increase cultural appreciation, knowledge as well as to widen the 
intellectual capacity of students through generative themes and empowering vocabulary. 
 
Culture reflects the weltanschauung of a society, the way it form its views, shapes its 
social actions as well as determines the norms and nature of development in that 
particular society. Henry Giroux alludes that culture is a determinant factor as well as the 
catalyst in the construction of society: 
 
“Culture is the terrain where consciousness is shaped, needs are constructed, 
and the capacity for self-reflection and social change are nurtured and 
produced. Culture has assumed an unparalleled significance in shaping the 
language, values, and ideologies that legitimate the structures and 
organizations that support the imperatives of global capitalism.”220 
 
One of the ways to transmit culture is through education and this is especially the 
case in Singapore where one of the objectives of MTL education in schools is so that 
these languages can act as cultural ballast and to allow elements of culture to be 
introduced and disseminated in the classroom. As such, there has been a conscious 
attempt with regard to the inclusion of culture in the Malay language syllabus in both 
primary and secondary schools.221  
 
The cultural content and exposure provided for the younger generation should 
prepare them to take in their hands the responsibility of not only preserving but further 
developing their own culture, equipped with the strength to face various challenges today 
and in the future as endeavored by the vision of Arif Budiman. As such, a heightened 
cultural understanding and appreciation are essential as students are exposed to the 
                                                        
220 Henry A. Giroux, The Abandoned Generation: Democracy Beyond The Culture of Fear, p. 55. 
 
221 Read Alis Puteh, Language and Nation Building: A Study of The Language Medium Policy in Malaysia. 
(Petaling Jaya, Selangor: SIRD, 2006), p. 23. 
“Schools are capable of instilling the same cultural and moral values in the students. Through the 
schooling system, the students are able to understand their respective racial culture. This 
understanding is sorely needed in constructing a unified racial country...Thus, school education 
should not focused mainly on pouring information into the student’s head but on creating in him 
or her, the perceptions and attitudes that will help make him or her a useful member of the 
society with a sense of belonging and a constructive participant in nation building.” 
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notion of culture in schools and to enable them to be cultured and learned individuals 
who can contribute to society.  
 
 
Selective Definition of Culture 
 
 The way culture is defined and presented in Malay language school textbooks 
would also mould the manner in which students form their cultural understanding and 
appreciation. Here forth, I will discuss the narrow definition of culture with a greater 
focus on comprehension passages in Malay language school textbooks as they form the 
most explicit component in each theme in a chapter, that portrays ‘culture’222 in the 
Malay language education.  
 
 The definition of culture needs to be reiterated briefly before we analyze and 
delineate the selective definition of culture portrayed in school textbooks. From the 
observation made in both primary and secondary Malay Language textbooks, culture is 
very much often depicted and introduced to students through comprehension passages. 
As a background, comprehension passages touch on the themes that have been selected; 
be it on environment, friendly neighbors or festival. The themes vary in each chapter and 
level. But a point to note is, these comprehension passages are often used to teach of 
various language components, such as vocabulary and grammar; and it is also used as a 
discussion topic.  
 
                                                        
222 “It may be argued by curriculum writers that the cultural input is provided through examples 
of classical literature, literary texts, wise sayings, and proverbs. While this might be acceptable as 
cultural input, little use is made of them in communicative activities that lend meaning to these 
expressions. Children are often required to memorize these texts.” Read Vanithamani Saravanan, 
“Linguistic and Cultural Maintenance Through Education For Minority Groups in Singapore, in 
Makhan L. Tickoo ed., Language & Culture in Multilingual Societies: Viewpoints and Visions. 
(Singapore: SEAMEO Regional Language Centre, 1995), p. 139-151. 
 
In the case of Malay language education, students are required to memorize idioms as part of 
their examination component. In addition, they are encouraged to memorize proverbs and wise 




 In a glance, a culture can be defined as, “Culture can be loosely summarized as 
the complex of values, customs, beliefs and practices which constitute the way of life as a 
specific group.”223  
 
 Culture can also mean the way society imagines what is vital and crucial in life. 
The way the society views its surroundings and gives meaning to the social conditions as 
well as of others are also regarded as culture. An English literary theorist and critic, Terry 
Eagleton delineates culture as such: 
 
“Culture as way of life is an aestheticized version of society, finding in it the 
unity, sensuous immediacy and freedom from conflict which we associate 
with the aesthetic artifact. The word “culture”, which is supposed to 
designate a kind of society, is in fact a normative way of imagining that 
society. It can also be a way of imagining one’s own social conditions on the 
model of other people’s, either in the past, the bush, or the political 
future.”224 
 
According to German sociologist, philosopher, and political economist whose 
ideas influenced social theory and social research, Max Weber, “Culture, on the other 
hand is thoroughly personal and subjective, simply because no fixed and clearly defined 
set of operation is available for determining the desired result.”225  
 
 According to American cultural anthropologist, Margaret Mead, “culture means 
the whole complex of traditional behavior which has been developed by the human race 
and is successively learned by each generation.”226 Raymond Williams writes of culture as 
‘the signifying system through which…a social order is communicated, reproduced, 
experienced and explored…”227                                                         
223 Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 34. 
 
224 Ibid., p. 25. 
 
225  Abu Hasan Asy’ari, ed., Manusia Renaissance: Relevansi Pemikiran Sutan Takdir Alisjahbana. 
(Jakarta: Dian Rakyat, 2008), p. 355. 
 
226 Abu Hasan Asy’ari, ed., Manusia Renaissance: Relevansi Pemikiran Sutan Takdir Alisjahbana, p. 354. 
 
227 Raymond Williams, Culture. (Glasgow, 1981), p. 13. 
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But to begin analyzing the representation of culture in Malay language school 
textbooks, this study has categorized the materials incorporated into these sections; 1) 





 Viewing culture as fixed or in terms of essentialized traits228 means that culture in 
the community or society, is supposed to be very much stagnant or rarely change with 
time. In the case of Malay language education, culture is seen as something that is given. 
It is regarded simply as an element of life that has been passed down from one 
generation to the next. It is seen to be presented or handed over in a manner that rarely, 
if not never evolves.  
 
 In other words, culture has been essentialized; instead of defining culture as one 
that emphasizes on continuity and change. Culture is being understood and presented to 
students as one that has been cast in stone, with the assumption that it has undergo little 
or no change at all. Raymond Williams offers four distinct meanings of culture: “as an 
individual habit of mind; as the state of intellectual development of a whole society; as 
the arts; and as the whole way of life of a group of people.”229 
 
                                                        
228 The way culture is defined is important in a society. We must prevent or distance away from 
essentializing it, or in other words putting a fixed trait to the culture. By putting a fix trait to 
culture, the idea of the culture is immobilized, as there are definitive traits. Orientalist and neo-
Orientalist scholars will always give a negative trait to identify Malay and thus, to adopt such 
definitions from them is not going to lead society to progress, as society will begin to depreciate 
their own culture. This itself is a regressive element. To self-humiliate and negates one’s identity 
and tradition will only allow society to be easily subjected to negative influences as they start to 
look for alternatives. 
 
Publications such as Anwar Ridhwan (ed.), 2005.  Minda Melayu. (Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa 
dan Pustaka, 2005), Asrul Zamani, The Malay Ideals. (Kuala Lumpur: The Golden Books Centre 
Sdn. Bhd., 2002) and Ismail Noor and Muhammad Azaham, The Malays Par Excellence…Warts and 
All. (Selangor: Pelanduk Publications, 2000), portrays the inclination of the elites in particular to 
essentialize traits and propagate certain (negative) stereotypes of the Malay community. 
 
229 Raymond Williams, Culture and Society. (Columbia University Press, 1983), p.16. 
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The understanding that culture is fixed can also be seen through the attempts to 
preserve certain cultural elements. For example, the concept of pantun230, was introduced 
in a comprehension passage in secondary 1A231 textbook. It talks about how pantun is a 
cultural heritage and a tradition that has to be preserved, as it is one of the most 
authentic aspects in the culture of the Malays. The passage went on to mention that the 
Malays of the past are well known for their mannerisms and the way they communicate, 
one that does not impose on or hurt the feelings of others. The way culture is being 
presented through this passage indicates that the Malays of today are unlike the Malays of 
the past, where they no longer possess positive traits. In other words, the notion of 
essentializing a certain community is made prevalent, where fixed traits are one of the 
main characteristics of the social group. 
 
“Nek, bukan saya tidak suka berpantun. Di sekolah pun kami belajar 
mengenai pantun. Bukankah pantun itu pusaka tulen orang Melayu. 
Kau tahu, orang Melayu dahulu terkenal dengan budi pekerti dan tutur kata 
yang sopan. Mereka tidak suka menyinggung perasaan orang lain. Sebab itu, 
dalam memberikan nasihat dan ajaran pun mereka menyampaikannya melalui 
tutur kata yang lembut dan teratur. Mereka berpantun untuk menyatakan 
perasaan, teguran dan hajat mereka.”232 
 
In addition, the passage mentioned that individuals from the West does research 
on the Malay by studying pantun because it portrays the character and thoughts of the 
Malays. In addition, from the type of pantun written, the reader can understand the way 
of life adopted by the writer and his community.                                                         
230 Pantun is a Malay poetic form. 
 
231 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 1A. (Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific, 2002). 
 
This has been highlighted again in the new Jauhari Bahasa Melayu (Ekspres) Buku Teks 1A, the 
comprehension titled ‘Sopannya Orang Melayu’. The passage reads, “Sejak dahulu lagi, orang 
Melayu memang terkenal dengan kesopanan dan kelembutan tutur kata serta tingkah laku 
mereka. Ketinggian budi inilah yang terungkap dalam pantun-pantun lama seperti yang berikut: 
Tanam lenggudi tumbuh kelapa/terbit bunga pucuk mati/ Budi tuan saya tak lupa/ Sudah 
terpaku di dalam hati.” The passage seeks to inform its readers that the Malays are known for 
their politeness and gentleness and this is encapsulated in the old pantun that speaks of the highly 
regarded value-system and graciousness of the Malays. CPDD, MOE, Jauhari Textbook 1A. 
(Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific), p. 15. 
 
232 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Bahasa Buku Teks 1A, p. 96. 
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“Kata cikgu, orang-orang Barat membuat kajian tentang orang Melayu 
melalui pantun. Mengapa begitu, nek? 
Benarlah itu! Sebabnya pantun itu menggambarkan sikap dan fikiran orang 
Melayu. Daripada pantun yang dihasilkan, kita mengetahui cara kehidupan 
mereka.”233 
 
Although it is true that pantun portrays the worldview and thoughts as well as the 
social actions of the Malay community, some of these change over time. Furthermore, 
the understanding and learning of pantun alone is insufficient if one wants to study the 
Malay community. Thus, this passage seems to imply it is ‘permissible’ to indulge in a 
superficial attempt with regard to understanding a certain community. The kind of 
research is indeed philological and does not attempt to study the society but to impose 
certain characteristics. Without a doubt, pantun does carry with it the character and 
worldview of the writer and perhaps the Malay community, but in no way is a number of 
pantun able to represent the entire Malay community.  
 
The passage also quotes R.O Winstedt, an English orientalist and colonial 
administrator in British Malaya, who did research on Malay language. He mentioned, “to 
understand the Malays, one must understand Malay pantun”.  
 
“Sebab itulah R.O. Winstedt, pengkaji bahasa Melayu, pernah mengatakan: 
‘untuk memahami orang Melayu, seseorang itu harus memahami pantun 
Melayu’...”234 
 
The idea of appreciating culture and understanding the socio-cultural dimension 
of a community, if one should rely on the Winstedt’s idea, is reductionist in nature. It 
does not allow students to explore the notion of culture as the imagination is narrowed 
down to simply reading and perhaps understanding pantun, without realizing the need to 
comprehend the context of time and episodes that give rise to a particular pantun. As 
                                                        
233 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Bahasa Buku Teks 1A, p. 96. 
 
234 Ibid., p. 97. 
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such, the idea of presenting pantun as a way to understand the Malay culture is one that is 
simplistic, when it comes to knowing and appreciating the culture of a community235. 
 
 In secondary 2A 236  textbook, the passage, ‘Bicara Tari’ speaks of dance as a 
component of culture. It was explained that every dance tells a story, carries a message, 
expressed through the dance moves. In general, Malay dance depicts a society who is 
respectful, soft-spoken and uphold a high level of etiquette. Here, we see that there is a 
tendency to impose a fixed trait on the Malay community. 
 
“Pak Cik Osman: ...Setiap tarian mempunyai pergerakan yang khusus dan 
mempunyai tujuan yang tertentu untuk penonton. Pada setiap lenggang-
lenggok dan ayunan tangan yang lebut, terdapat cerita yang menarik. 
Pak Cik Osman: Ya. Setiap tarian ada jalan cerita dan mesejnya. Setiap tarian 
yang dicipta menggambarkan watak masyarakat kita yang sopan, lemah 
lembut dan saling menghormati.”237 
 
 The concept of traditional food238 is being taught in secondary 3A239 textbook 
‘Emm..Lazatnya!’. In the comprehension passage, ‘Rumah Temasik’, various types of 
traditional Malay food are being mentioned in the form of a menu240. The use of certain 
ingredients seems to imply that the dish is considered traditional. Thus, there is an 
attempt to define what is regarded as traditional food through the ingredients used such 
as ‘daun kunyit’241, ‘petai’242, ‘kerabu’243, ‘ulam’244 and sate. Unfortunately, this approach does                                                         
235 Thus, this notion would only give an unjust depiction of the Malays and propagate the idea of 
looking to the West and simply believing every kind of research made by them about a certain 
community, in this case, the Malays. 
 
236 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Bahasa Buku Teks 2A. (Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific, 2003). 
 
237 Ibid., p. 25-26. 
 
238 The mention of food to characterize an ethnic community is portrayed in primary school 
English textbooks too. The Indians are known for their mutton curry as depicted in PEP 5a Unit 
6 textbook. See Glenn Toh, Primary School English Textbooks in Singapore Across the 
Decades: An Examination of the Cultural Content of the Oxford Series, PEP and PETS, in 
Jason Tan, S. Gopinathan, Ho Wah Kam, Challenges facing the Singapore Education System Today. 
 
239 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Bahasa Buku Teks 3A. (Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific, 2004). 
 
240 Ibid., p. 19. 
 
241 Turmeric leaves. 
 123 
not elevate cultural understanding and appreciation. In addition, these dishes are still 
eaten today, implying that there is an inaccurate understanding of what is termed 
traditional food. It seems to infer that traditional is the opposite of the term ‘modern’. 
One should review such simplistic characterization as trying to dichotomize culture into 
a certain timeframe, without understanding that it is never constant. Day-to-day activities 
and practices fall in neither traditional nor modern category, but they are part of the way 
of life adopted by the community. In fact, a cultural practice should not be viewed as 
traditional, where the meaning of traditional is seen as an act of the past, but perhaps an 
ethnic practice that has been consistently maintained or developed to suit the context of 
today’s needs. Thus, the dichotomization of culture through the terms ‘traditional’ and 
‘modern’ as presented in the textbook highlights the narrow definition of culture. 
 
“Menu Makan Malam Pada Musim Sejuk 
Pembuka Selera 
Ketam goreng, salad bawang putih 
Kuah salad cincalok dan calamansi 
Daging bakar burung merpati dalam roti canai; kuah kari 
Tilapia kukus dalam daun kunyit 
Ayam adobo masak cili dan daun selasih 
Sajian Utama 
Daging batang pinang bakar; dalca labu dan kacang panjang, 
Nasi daun selasih 
Sate daging kasawari; mi goreng; sos kacang 
Ikan dan petai kukus dalam daun pisang’ kerabu bunga seri pagi 
Rendang bunga kubis, papaya hijau tumis, salad tahi minyak...”245 
 
 In Jauhari 1B246 textbook, the passage titled, ‘Kuih Siput, Kuih Peria’, talks about 
the names of the various Malay traditional kuehs. The understanding is certain names are                                                                                                                                                               
242 Stink beans. 
 
243 A type of salad served with a dressing. 
 
244 A side dish of plants eaten raw or slightly blanched. 
 
245 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 3A, p. 19. 
 
246 Jauhari Bahasa Melayu (Ekspres) Buku Teks 1B. (Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific, 2011). 
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concurred up as the kueh has some similarities to the object that gives its name. For 
instance, ‘kuih peria’ is a kueh that looks like a bitter gourd as it is green in color and has 
similar looking texture. The passage also mentions that traditional kuehs are delish and 
the unique names show the creativity of the Malays in the past. In addition, it is included 
in the passage that the younger generation should learn to appreciate and enjoy the 
delicious kuehs. 
 
“Kemungkinan besar kuih-muih yang disebutkan tadi diberikan nama 
sedemikian sempena nama sesuatu objek yang serupa dengannya. Sebagai 
contoh, bentuk Kuih Peria serupa dengan bentuk buah peria katak yang 
berwarna hijau dan mempunyai kulit yang menggerutu.... Maka, Kuih Peria 
dan buah peria berkongsi rupa sahaja namun rasa yang jauh berbeza kerana 
Kuih Peria manis dan buah peria katak pula pahit rasanya.”247 
 
 In secondary 2A (HML248) textbook, ‘pulut kuning’249 is introduced as a traditional 
Malay dish. The dialogue states that rice is a staple food in the Malay community. ‘Pulut 
kuning’ is given as a token of appreciation to guests who attend functions like weddings. 
The reason behind why this dish is chosen was also included in the dialogue. The 
significance of the glutinous rice that sticks together that symbolizes the community 
bond as well as the color, yellow that symbolizes prosperity and progress. The dialogue 
ends with the reminder that this dish is part of the Malay heritage as it portrays the way 
of life and worldview of the Malays. However, no elaboration or interconnectedness with 
this so-called traditional dish is made to enable students to understand their culture in a 
significant manner. Instead, we see the understanding of culture in a dichotomizing 




                                                         
247 Jauhari Bahasa Melayu (Ekspres) Buku Teks 1B, p. 69. 
 
248 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Khas Bahasa Melayu Lanjutan Buku Teks 2A. (Singapore: EPB Pan 
Pacific, 2003). 
 
249 Yellow glutinous rice. 
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“Datuk: Kalau ada kenduri-kendara, jiran tetangga dan saudara-mara datang  
bergotong-royong untuk menjayakan majlis. Sebelum mereka pulang, tuan 
rumah memberikan pulut kuning sebagai tanda terima kasih. Sebab bagi 
masyarakat Melayu, pulut menjadi lambang perikatan yang kukuh. Cuba Nina 
perhatikan. Pulut yang sudah dimasak ini melekat-lekat dan tidak berderai 
seperti nasi. Keadaan ini melambangkan perhubungan kita dalam masyarakat. 
Nenek: Warna kuning keemasan...membawa maksud murah kezeki dan 
kemakmuran. 
Datuk: Nina harus tahu, pulut kuning, seperti makanan tradisional Melayu 
yang lain ialah warisan bangsa yang tidak boleh diketepikan. Pulut kuning 
dapat menggambarkan cara hidup dan pemikiran masyarakat Melayu.”250 
 
 An example where culture is ‘museum-fied’ can be observed clearly in secondary 
2B textbook, where the theme is ‘Galeri Pusaka’. The comprehension passage talks about 
how the kebayas are kept in the museum so that the culture of traditional clothes is 
preserved. As mentioned earlier, the term ‘traditional’ needs to be re-defined. Here, the 
focus is the preservation of culture to ensure that the younger generation does not forget 
their heritage.  
 
“Mereka dibawa ke Galeri Pakaian Tradisional Melayu yang mengabadikan 
pakaian-pakaian tradisional agar generasi muda tidak lupa akan pakaian 
tradisi mereka.”251 
 
 Unfortunately, the setting of this passage sends a wrong signal to students with 
regard to what constitutes culture as culture evolves with time. The idea that culture has 
to be ‘museum-fied’ does not imply that it is still relevant in today’s time. In fact, it 
perpetuates the idea that term ‘traditional’ equates to the past and preservation calls for 
the culture to be stagnant and not evolve in any manner. This depicts a narrow 
understanding of culture. What is necessary is to portray culture as a living part of life. 
The ethnic heritage should be embraced and the changes discussed upon to raise 
consciousness of the cultural heritage and the manner in which it keeps up with time.                                                         
250 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Khas Bahasa Melayu Lanjutan Buku Teks 2A, p. 60-61. 
 
251 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 2B. (Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific, 2004), p. 25. 
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 In Jauhari 1B252 textbook, the comprehension passage in chapter 9 touches on 
superstitious beliefs of the Malays. The passage titled, “Pantang Larang Semasa Di Hutan” 
highlights that the Malays are very sensitive towards their surroundings and are cautious 
whenever they are in the forest. For instance, the Malays have regarded the forest the 
natural habitat of wild animals and spirits. As such, the Malays practice certain 
superstitious beliefs and practices when they are in the forests such as not whistling, 
shouting and destroying the plants they come across in the forest. 
 
“Umumnya, masyarakat Melayu dahulu menganggap hutan sebagai tempat 
tinggal berbagai-bagai jenis binatang liar dan hantu...Masyarakat Melayu 
mengamalkan pantang larang tertentu untuk menjamin keselamatan diri 
mereka semasa berada di hutan. Antara pantang larang yang harus dipatuhi 
ialah larangan bersiul semasa dalam perjalanan, melaung semasa di hutan dan 
memetik atau merosakkan tumbuhan....Bersiul...dipercayai menarik perhatian 
pelbagai jenis binatang buas.”253 
 
 When portraying culture to students, there is an inclination to show ‘adab’ as 
culture. Adab can be defined as etiquette or, the pleasing way of behaving or manner in 
doing something or simply, customs. In addition, the focus when introducing culture 
seems to be on ‘adat’ that can be defined simply to mean customs and practices. 
 
 For instance, in secondary 4B (NT254) textbook, the importance of table manners 
is included to portray how Muslims consume their meals. The dialogue states that the 
Malays emphasizes on the importance of table manners. They used their right hand to 
eat but the left hand to manage a spoon in scooping food. The way to sit is also 
mentioned in the dialogue, one that is different for male and female. In addition, the adab 
of talking is that the young ones are not allowed to interrupt when an older person is 
speaking. 
 
                                                        
252 Jauhari Bahasa Melayu (Ekspres) Buku Teks 1B. 
 
253 Ibid., p. 25. 
 
254 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Normal (Teknikal) Buku Teks 4B. (Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific, 2005). 
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“Ayah: Orang Melayu amat prihatin terhadap tatasusila sewaktu makan. Kita 
menggunakan tangan kanan sewaktu makan. Walau bagaimanapun, ketika 
menyenduk lauk, kita menggunakan tangan kiri agar tidak mengotorkan 
senduk. 
Ibu: Kalau makan semasa kenduri, orang lelaki duduk bersila. 
Manisah: Orang perempuan pula, duduk bersimpuh. 
Maliki: Dan lagi, kalau orang tua bercakap, budak-budak tak boleh 
menyampuk.”255  
 
 In secondary 2A (HML) 256  textbook, various customs were introduced to 
students. It is stated that these customs have been practiced for generations and in the 
Malay society it is of utmost importance to pay heed to these customs as it can be 
regarded as the rules and norms of the society. These customs encompass the many 
aspects of the community and vary from the dos and don’ts, maintaining family ties to 
harmonious living as well as the need to be aligned with the Islamic faith. One of the 
many customs included in the syllabus is, ‘adat nikah kahwin’, and the content basically 
lists out the manner and processes in which the families of the bride and groom have to 
carry out before the wedding takes place.  
 
Another example, implying that customs are very much aligned to the rites of 
passage in a Malay individual is ‘adat kelahiran’. This includes ‘adat melenggang perut’ where a 
woman who is 7 months pregnant has to go through to ensure a smooth delivery. This 
custom is also practiced, as it is believed that this custom would also provide moral 
support to the mother-to-be. It is also stated that the taste of the ‘rojak’, a dish prepared 
by her would be a sign of the child’s gender. 
 
“Adat resam nikah kahwin ini bermula dengan adat merisik...Sekiranya 
berkenan, ibu bapa teruna akan menghantar wakil untuk meminang anak 
gadis itu...Jika pernikahan itu akan berlangsung kemudian, kedua-dua pihak 
akan bersetuju untuk menghantar tanda atau bertunang dahulu.”257                                                         
255 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Normal (Teknikal) Buku Teks 4B, p. 37. 
 
256 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Khas Bahasa Melayu Lanjutan Buku Teks 2A.  
 
257 Ibid., p. 13. 
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 In Secondary 1A 258  textbook, the dialogue talks about a Malay wedding 
celebration. Although there are values embedded in this passage such as working 
together, co-operation and the importance of family ties, the comparison between the 
way wedding is celebrated in a kampong259 and a HDB flat seems to be the focal point. 
Again, the idea of a Malay in the past is focused on the kampong life. The kampong life 
exudes all the goodness in life that may have been eroded in today’s modern living. 
 
 As mentioned earlier, the understanding of culture seems to be 
compartmentalized under a few headings; one of them is the celebration of festivities. In 
Secondary 1A260 textbook, chapter 7, the dialogue between two classmates explains about 
Hari Raya Aidilfitri, one of the days Muslims celebrate in Singapore. The significance of 
celebrating Hari Raya Aidilfitri is to be grateful and appreciative of the God’s blessings. 
Muslims show their gratitude by donating to the less fortunate so that they have the 
opportunity to celebrate the day too. It is a victorious moment as well as Muslims 
complete a month of fasting. It was further explained that after a month of fasting, 
Muslims are more patient and are able to avoid doing acts that are forbidden in Islam 
and acts that are not beneficial. The passage also mentioned that celebrating this day 
allows Muslims the opportunity to bond and improve their family ties as they go visiting 
one another to seek forgiveness. This approach is similar to the initial Civics and Moral 
Education (CME261) syllabus that speaks of the major religions in Singapore, an attempt 
to introduce and promote religious-cultural understanding amongst students.                                                         
258 Cited in Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 1A. 
 
259 It is not surprising to observe in many school plays or décor that would adopt the kampong 
lifestyle or backdrop to symbolize or portray the Malay culture. Shamsul A.B wrote, “ the 
concept of kampong…a term that has long been taken for granted by Malaysians who have too 
easily treated kampong as synonymous with ‘Malay’ and ‘Malayness’. Read Shamsul A.B., A 
History of an Identity, an Identity of a History: The Idea and Practice of ‘Malayness’ in Malaysia 
Reconsidered, in Timothy P. Barnard (ed), Contesting Malayness: Malay Identity Across Boundaries. 
(Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2004), p. 135. 
 
260 Cited in Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 1A. 
 
261 The Civics and Moral Education syllabus aims to provide a holistic education for students. It 




For instance, a simplistic description of Muslims celebrating Hari Raya Aidilfitri as portrayed in 
Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 1A where information such as donating to the less 
fortunate has not been explicitly explained that it is not simply done on Hari Raya Aidilfitri, but it 
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“Syarifah: …hari raya melambangkan rasa kesyukuran kita atas nikmat yang 
diberikan oleh Allah. Kita juga mesti ingat kepada mereka yang kurang 
bernasib baik. Sebab itu kita wajib berzakat fitrah. Kita harus menghulurkan 
bantuan sedaya kita agar mereka yang kurang bernasib baik dapat meraikan 
hari raya dengan lebih bermakna… 
Omar: …Kita menjadi lebih tabah…dapat mengelakkan diri daripada 
melakukan perkara yang dilarang agama…Aidilfitri juga memberi kita 
peluang untuk mengeratklan silaturahim antara ahli keluarga.”262 
 
Another example would be to impose certain trait to the Malay community. For 
instance, the comprehension passage ‘Bahu-membahu’ 263  in secondary 1A 264  textbook, 
presents the idea of a Malay wedding set in the olden days and aligned it with the notion 
of working together and co-operation. It is briefly mentioned how a gift is creatively 
decorated as part of the gift exchange commonly practiced between the bride and groom. 
The dialogue then proceeds to speak of relatives coming over to help with the various 
tasks in a wedding preparation. The idea is to present how the Malays work together 
hand in hand for an occasion. Here we can see the inclination to essentialize traits or 
characteristics of the Malays; such as a community that gets together to do a task or one 
that is proud of their kampong spirit. 
 
“Razali: Tuk, Zali perhatikan dalam majlis perkawinan seperti ini banyak 
saudara-mara yang datang membantu. 
Pak Hassan: Orang kampung sendiri. Kami sama-sama mendirikan balai, 
memasak, menghias bilik pengantin dan mengemaskan rumahnya. Kami                                                                                                                                                               
is strongly encouraged in Islam at any other times. The statement on the donation tins being 
provided to make it easier for people to donate on Hari Raya Aidilfitri is also untrue as many 
mosques has donation tins for various fund-raising programs. Thus, this is misleading to 
students, as the imagination for caring for the community seems to be existent only on certain 
period of time. Another misleading fact about how fasting helps Muslims abstain from doing 
certain acts forbidden or non-beneficial has to be addressed. The point is Muslims have to 
abstain from these acts at any point of time. There is no grace period in doing an act that is 
forbidden in Islam. As such, such information does not heighten the level of cultural 
understanding and appreciation towards the Malay culture. 
 
262 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 1A, p. 80-82. 
 





menganggap majlis jiran itu seperti majlis kami juga. Semuanya bergotong-
royong.”265 
 
 As such, the selection of tradition to reflect the kind of culture a community has, 
needs to be critically analyze before being included in education syllabus. Traditions that 
are able to empower and allow for progression in terms of ideas, and praxis must be 
prioritized. Having said that, it is important to note that not every tradition in a culture 
must be preserved and kept alive. Mochtar Lubis mentions; “There is a need to be 
conscious and aware of certain aspects of culture that are beneficial and good, thus needs 
to be preserved and further developed while the bad ones should just be disposed of to 
ensure progress and success of the nation.”266  
 
As such, what should be promoted as part of culture are, universal values and the 
ability to discern customary practices, traditions and rituals. Culture as a whole needs to 
be meaningful, improve the quality of man, address the limitations in life and raise the 
standard of self-criticism, criticality and rationality. Despite the many years of preserving 
traditions, one needs to understand that certain practices can be detrimental and worse, 
futile. For instance, traditions and cultural practice that result in food wastage as shown 
in some wedding customs as well as traditional art forms that could result in bodily harm 
and property damage like the kuda kepang, should be reviewed to ensure it is negotiated 
and not regressive in nature. This study will not discuss the fundamentals of such 
practices but it is suffice to highlight these examples to portray the importance of 
rationality. 
 
In adopting new influences as part of culture, one should be discerning to ensure 
that it is not applied in a negative manner. For instance, the music culture that seeps into 
the local culture needs to be filtered especially with its frequent sexual content and 
violence portrayals. The same goes with the screening of television dramas that seem to 
‘neutralize’ the way of life – homosexuality, pre-marital sex and teenage pregnancy. This                                                         
265 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 1A, p. 38-40. 
 
266 Mochtar Lubis, Budaya, Masyarakat dan Manusia Indonesia, p. 211. 
“Sebaliknya, kita juga cukup menyadari bahwa budaya tradisional kita juga memiliki unsur-unsur 
yang baik untuk dilestarikan, tetapi juga ada yang harus kita buang saja karena hanya akan 
menghambat kita untuk mencapai kemajuan bangsa.” 
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way of life may oppose the beliefs of many ethnic groups in Singapore. Another example 
would be the use of technology that may be used for the wrong reason. As such, culture 





 There is an inclination to view culture in a romanticist perspective. Culture 
should not be dichotomized to the state of old and new, past and present, traditional and 
modern. An existing culture, especially one that is progressive in nature and positive to 
the community should never be slapped with a timeframe, as though it would be 
obsolete in a matter of years. “Cultural identity…is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as 
“being.” It belongs to the future as much as to the past. It is not something which 
already exists, transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural identities come from 
somewhere, have histories. But, like everything that is historical, they undergo constant 
transformation. Far from being eternally fixed in some essentialized past, they are subject 
to the continuous ‘play’ of history, culture and power.”267 
 
The representation of culture is often a romanticist narration of the past, one that 
basks itself in nostalgia. In other words, culture is seen as something that happened years 
ago and is probably not practiced or believed in today’s times. The depiction of culture as 
perceived in school textbooks implies that a certain level of romanticizing is the reason 
why such portrayal of culture is part of the content in school textbooks. 
 
For instance, in Textbook 2B268, Chapter 1: Transit, the comprehension passage 
speaks about the different kind of transportation modes, from the trishaw to horse carts, 
trams and trains. At the end of the passage, the first person character reminisces about 
the bull-carts that are very much popular with the Malay peasant community. The bull-
carts are used to ferry people from one place to another.  
 
                                                        
267 Stuart Hill, “Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” in Jonathan Rutherford, ed., Identity, Community, 
Culture, Difference. (London; Lawrence and Wishart, 1990), p. 225. 
 
268 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 2B, p. 25. 
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“Selain beca tarik, orang Singapura juga menggunakan pengangkutan yang 
lain seperti kereta kuda, trem dan kereta API untuk bergerak dari satu tempat 
ke satu tempat yang lain. Namun, yang masih segar dalam ingatannya ialah 
cerita bapa Pak Manan tentang kenderaan yang pernah dinaikinya semasa 
zaman kanak-kanaknya. Salah satu kenderaan itu ialah kereta lembu.”269 
 
There is a tendency to speak of Malay culture with the feeling of nostalgia, one 
that does not exist in a modern context. For instance, in Secondary 1A textbook, the 
character of a grandfather was portrayed as one who was reminiscing the olden days of 
building a ‘balai 270’ for the cooks appointed to prepare food for a wedding. A brief 
description of how the ‘balai’ was built and what was done is mentioned but no further 
explanation to show why a ‘balai’ is needed and how the materials used are selected. 
There is a lack of information that links these acts as part of the socio-cultural 
background of the Malays who live in kampong then. 
 
“Pak Hassan: Banyak sekali. Balai dahulu dibina dengan tiang-tiang buluh 
yang dicacak ke tanah. Lantainya pula setinggi satu meter dari tanah dan 
dibuat daripada papan. Untuk bumbungnya, kami menggunakan kain terpal 
atau kanvas seperti sekarang. Orang-orang yang memasak duduk di atas balai 
itu untuk mengupas kulit bawang, halia dan lain-lain.” 
 
 In addition, the dialogue mentioned that in the kampong, the villagers work 
together to complete every task, and this co-operation or kampong spirit can never be 
felt or experienced by the younger generation. This is a skewed imagination that a 
positive value in life has a time span and would only be able to exist in the past and 
worse, a kampong. On the other hand, by romanticizing experience of living in a 
kampong does not allow students to relate to their daily life and form an understanding 
towards the appreciation of culture as it is set to make a distinction between the style of 
living then and now as well as the values uphold in the community. The follow-up 
activity for the above dialogue is to act it out and to share what can be done to show the 
                                                        
269 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 2B, p. 4. 
 
270 An area designed for people to carry out tasks. 
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spirit of helping one another as well as to state the positive values that students would 
have probably learn from the dialogue. 
 
 Hence, there is a tendency to romanticize the past and regard it as the supposed 
culture of the community. Thus, culture is represented in a manner where the younger 
generation feels alienated, as culture is defined to be fixed in the past. It is worse if no 
attempts are made to preserve the same cultural elements, as there is a tendency or 
possibility that the culture of the community has eroded. This is an inaccurate 
representation of culture as no culture is fixed over many generations. Being organic and 
fluid, culture evolves and assimilates many influences that paint the social fabric of life, 
thus changing the way culture is viewed, the social behavior and actions as well as the 
norms of the society. Only a progressive and open definition of culture will enable 
students to be conscious and critical of their surrounding and create a progressive 





 In this section, this study will highlight the imagination of culture in Malay 
language school textbooks that is very much inclined to view culture from an aesthetical 
dimension, with a heavy emphasis on a) performing arts and b) traditional handicrafts. At 
this point, it is important for me to clarify that although the theme of each chapter may 
not be entirely about cultural appreciation, the notion that culture is a way of life and 
thus, encompasses many aspects of life justifies the need of this study to look at how 
these aspects are presented in the curriculum. These representations, unfortunately, have 
been colored by the understanding of culture that has been narrowed down to 
performing arts and traditional handicrafts. 
 
 This inclination towards the aesthetical dimension is not surprising as there is a 
tendency to compartmentalize culture. Furthermore in Singapore, the common 
perception is culture is viewed not only in terms of ethnicity but also to categorize 
culture, one of categories being the arts. As mentioned by Terry Eagleton, “the third is 
its gradual specialization to the arts. Even here the word can be shrunk or expanded, 
since culture in this sense can include intellectual activity in general…or be slimmed 
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down even further to allegedly more ‘imaginative’ pursuits such as music, painting and 
literature.”271 
 
 In the representation of culture, there is an inclination to speak of culture in the 
aesthetical dimension. The aesthetical dimension is delineated as 1) performative art 
forms and 2) traditional handicrafts. Culture is expressed through comprehension 
passages that carry the themes of various performative art forms such as ‘dikir barat’272, 
‘wayang kulit’273 and traditional dance, ‘tarian lilin’274. In addition, there is much focus to 
present traditional handicrafts such as weaving of songket, wau (Malay traditional kite) and 
mats as forms of culture. 
 
 If culture is all that encapsulates thoughts and actions, arts is the component that 
provides the essence of humanity, aesthetics, equilibrium, perspectives, rhythm, 
harmony, and the sublimed human experience to culture. Thus, the notion of arts must 
be one that empowers individuals, in this case, students must be able to appreciate 
performing arts and traditional handicrafts as forms of culture that speak and live beyond 
the concept of time. Terry Eagleton alludes; 
 
“Culture here means a body of artistic and intellectual work of agreed value, 
along with the institutions which produce, disseminate and regulate it. In this 
fairly recent meaning of the word, culture is both symptom and solution. If 
culture is an oasis of value, then it offers a solution of sorts. But if learning 
and the arts are the sole surviving enclaves of creativity, then we are most 
certainly in dire trouble. Under what social conditions does creativity 
become confined to music and poetry, while science, technology, politics, 
work and domesticity become drearily prosaic?275 
 
                                                        
271 Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 16. 
 
272 A musical form that involves singing in groups. 
 
273 A unique form of theatre that relies on light and shadow. 
 
274 Dancers used lighted candles in their performance. 
 
275 Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, p. 21. 
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 In the primary 4B276 textbook, chapter 7, ‘Hasil Seni Kelantan’ speaks of the ‘dikir 
barat’, a musical form that involves singing and hand movements, usually done in groups. 
 
“Pemuda yang berdiri di hadapan ini ialah tukang karut. Tugas utamanya 
berpantun atau bersyair secara spontan. Mereka yang duduk di belakang ialah 
awak-awak. Jumlah awak-awak dalam kumpulan dikir barat terdiri daripada 
15 hingga 30 orang.”277 
 
 In Jauhari 1B278 textbook, a comprehension passage talks about a school cultural 
exchange program. The passage reads that the students were given the opportunity to 
learn Bruneian culture and history as well as be informed of the education system there. 
In the perspective of the student who wrote the speech, the most memorable experience 
is the cultural performance. Here, it can be concluded that performing arts becomes the 
focus when it comes to understanding and appreciating culture. 
 
“Kami berpeluang mempelajari budaya dan sejarah Brunei serta mengenali 
system pendidikan Negara itu…Salah satu pengalaman yang tidak dapat 
dilupakan ketika berada di sana ialah pengalaman membuat persembahan 
budaya di hadapan keluarga angkat kami.”279 
 
                                                        
276 Mekar, Buku Teks Sekolah Rendah 4B. (Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific, 2008). 
 
277 Mekar, Buku Teks Sekolah Rendah 4B, p. 6.  
 
At this note, I would like to point out that there are repetitions for some cultural elements 
portrayed in the school textbooks. Often, curriculum planners claimed that though the topic is 
the same, the depth is certainly higher for secondary level. For instance, dikir barat is taught in 
primary 4 and then taught again in Jendela Bahasa Kursus Normal (Teknikal) Buku Teks 2A, 
(Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific, 2002), p. 39. 
 
278 Jauhari Bahasa Melayu (Ekspres) Buku Teks 1B. 
 
279 Ibid., p. 65.  
 
The other activity that students would most likely be asked to do is to articulate their thoughts 
and opinions on a cultural immersion program that they had participated in. Here, students are 
made to give various examples of the places of interests they are most likely to bring their friends 
from a neighboring country on a visit. Students are to provide information on the culture and 
history of Singapore.  
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As mentioned earlier, in secondary 2A280 textbook, the passage, ‘Bicara Tari’ talks 
about the various types of dance where the dancers will have an object to dance with, 
such as a scarf, coconut husk or a tudung saji. The dialogue also discusses the kind of 
instruments or props used in Malay dance such as umbrella, plates and scarves. The 
dialogue also states the need to attract the younger generation in understanding and 
appreciating traditional dance, as there is a need to preserve and revive the culture. 
 
“Pak Cik Osman: Itu anggapan orang tetapi ramai remaja kini yang sedar 
akan pentingnya melestarikan budaya mereka sendiri. Sekolah-sekolah dan 
badan-badan kesenian di Singapura berusaha untuk menarik minat remaja 
terhadap budaya.”281 
 
 In addition, one of the follow-up activities requires students to write a dialogue 
on the theme, Racial Harmony Day282. One of the content requirements is to talk about 
the type of dances that are performed in the celebration that is done through organizing 
a Dance Festival. Once again, we see how culture is defined through the performing arts, 
and in this case, ethnic dance forms. 
 
 Traditional handicrafts are also part of the curriculum planners’ definition of 
culture. For instance, in secondary 3A283 textbook, the comprehension passage, ‘Seni 
Anyaman, Seni Tradisi’ 284 , explains on the art of weaving as one of the traditional 
handicrafts in the Malay community. The passage provide information that the art has 
existed for more than 300 years and it is popular among the women folk in Terengganu, 
Perak, Kedah and Malacca. The passage also mentions that it was a common perception 
that a woman is regarded as imperfect if she is not skilled in the art of weaving.  
 
                                                        
280 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 2A. 
 
281 Ibid., p. 26. 
 
282 Ibid., p. 33. 
 
283 Cited in Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 3A. 
 
284 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 3A, p. 94. 
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“Seni anyaman ialah satu cabang seni kraf tangan yang telah lama wujud 
dalam kalangan masyarakat Melayu sejak 300 tahun yang lalu. Sebenarnya, 
seni ini dianggap sebagai satu warisan tradisi nenek moyang kita. Malah, 
pernah dikatakan pada suatu ketika dahulu bahawa sifat seorang wanita itu 
tidak lengkap tanpa pengetahuan dalam seni anyaman.”285 
 
 This not very subtle portrayal of gender stereotypes needs to be excluded from 
educational materials. The passage also focuses on the process of weaving, including the 
coloring method. However, there is no further elaboration on this conceptual term in 
relation to the worldview and socio-cultural way of life of the Malays. For instance, the 
choice of color and patterns selected by the weavers could bear a resemblance to their 
interaction with the surroundings or knowledge acquired by a certain cultural experience. 
There is a lack of cultural appreciation on the art of weaving, matting and basketry and 
how this art form has been influenced by the way of life and principles that guide their 
lives. 
 
 The technical details of the art of weaving though informative need to be 
accompanied by a cultural significance so that there is an opportunity to develop cultural 
understanding and appreciation of the students. For instance, it can be included that the 
motifs though often inspired by the flora and fauna is due to the close relation with 
nature as well as the Islamic understanding that some weavers have adopt in their faith. 
This would then unveil the kind of thinking and ideas that exist in society. Further 
examples can also be made such as the common architecture in Malay community and 
the type of engraving that is often observed in mosques. 
 
“Sebelum proses menganyam dimulakan, tumbuh-tumbuhan mentah ini 
perlu diproses dahulu. Antara proses yang perlu dilakukan termasuklah 
nemetak, membelah, merendam, menjemur, melurut dan mewarnakan daun-
daun tersebut...hasil anyaman lazimnya menggunakan motif dan corak yang 
ditiru daripada alam semula jadi. Contohnya, motif flora dan fauna dan motif 
geometri.”286                                                         
285 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 3A, p. 95. 
 
286 Ibid., p. 95. 
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 Another example of culture being defined aesthetically would be the ‘wau’. Here 
we see an attempt to define culture in terms of traditional games or leisure activities. 
Unfortunately, the inclination to speak of processes or technicalities is still present. 
 
“Wau mempunyai busur yang diperbuat daripada batang daun mengkuang. 
Batang ini direndam dahulu sebelum dibentuk seperti alat memanah. Dahulu, 
para petani bermain wau selepas musim menuai padi. Mereka bermain wau di 
kawasan sawah yang luas terbentang.”287 
 
 Instead of simply stating that the ‘wau’ is played after the harvest season, further 
attempt to form connections could have been made. An example would be the kind of 
community spirit that can be forged through kite flying and the need to rest the paddy 
fields before the next season of planting crops begin. The idea of space can also be 
incorporated where the houses are usually build near paddy fields and thus, a certain 
sport or activity would need to take into account the kind of landscape present.  
 
 What is important here is to elevate critical understanding of traditions. Students 
should be able to make meaningful connections of traditions and today’s context. It is 
important that while we discuss traditional art forms and games, we incorporate the 
intellectual thought and creativity that underlies how these have evolved. Cultural 
content should empower students to go beyond the facts provided and apply other types 
of knowledge to deepen their cultural understanding. 
 
By conscientiously incorporating culture in Malay Language education, there is an 
attempt to allow students to be introduced to various forms of cultural elements. 
However, Stuart Hill highlights an important factor to consider, which is the connection 
between culture and lived experience. “Culture is as much descriptive as it is prescriptive, 
existing in a dialectical relationship with lived experience. Culture and experience inform 
and are informed by each other.”288 As such, pedagogies that allow the development of 
culture in more than one manner are necessary in providing a better understanding and 
                                                        
287 Mekar, Buku Teks Sekolah Rendah 4B, p. 11-12.  
 
288  David Trend, The Crisis of Meaning in Culture and Education. (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1995), p. 14. 
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appreciation towards the present and past culture. This is simply because, there is no one 
defined and fixed culture in a community. 
 
Thus, every stakeholder in the community, especially teachers has to recognize 
his or her role in ensuring critical cultural understanding, appreciation and consumption. 
“Artists, teachers, writers, and others can help by encouraging critical approaches to 
cultural consumption. This means suggesting that people can assume more autonomy in 
the construction of their cultural lives. Engaging this responsibility requires the 
recognition that culture is not only something that hangs in galleries, but is a substance 
that inheres in the very fabric of life.”289 
  
Unfortunately, the selective definition that culture is stagnant or pretty much 
museum-fied has to be critically reflected upon. As mentioned by David Trend, “Instead, 
culture should be seen as a set of social transactions that are negotiated and exchanged 
over time.”290 Alisjahbana has highlighted this issue, “the society which carries a culture, 
is itself subjected to continuous change by birth and death and other mutations of its 
members. As a political and solidarity organization, society can expand or shrink in size, 
can change its organization and structure. The quality and quantity of elements which 
compose a culture are far from constant.” 291  Thus, there is a need to broaden the 
definition of culture and to see it as vibrant and dynamic. 
 
As such, we need to understand that language is not just a marker of cultural 
identity or a communication tool. It is through language that a vibrancy of culture is 
ensured. It is through language that the parlance of emancipation and advancement are 
being articulated, while at the same time, it could mitigate the propensity towards the 
debasement of ideas and values in human society. Culture, in turn can only have a 
substantive meaning if it addresses the very human conditions of the time. And this, 
beyond doubt, requires the language of creativity and hope as we pursue the aim of the 
vision of Arif Budiman. 
                                                         
289 David Trend, The Crisis of Meaning in Culture and Education, p. 50. 
 
290 Ibid., p. 25. 
 
291 S. Takdir Alisjahbana, The Concept of Culture And Civilization: Problems of National Identity and The 
Emerging World in Anthropology And Sociology, p. 11. 
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The Selection and Use of Materials 
 
At this point, this study will discuss the selection and use of materials that 
represents culture in Malay language textbooks. In this section, I would argue that the 
materials in Malay Language textbooks have a limitation in its attempt to promote 
cultural understanding and appreciation because 1) the comprehension passages are 
descriptive in nature and 2) questions posed are not critical, and 3) the lack of 
empowering vocabulary that could elevate cultural understanding and appreciation. 
 
 Although it is commendable to introduce the various cultural products and art 
forms to students, there is a need to infuse culture in language education to ensure that 
culture is not seen as an isolated factor. The representation of culture should be 
presented in a manner that it does not appear to be alienated from the student’s reality 
and imagination. 
 
 Therefore, the nature of the comprehension passages that act as a medium to 
relay or introduce cultural elements to students as part of the ‘kemahiran membaca’ (reading 
skills) need to be further developed to not only transmit cultural facts in a technical 
manner, devoid and estranged from the society that the particular cultural element is able 
to exist or existed then. The context of the society, together with the background that 
gives rise to such a practice or understanding of culture needs to be explained and this is 
where the importance of cultural significance to be stressed upon besides the superficial 
description which may be totally unknown and unfamiliar to students. 
 
 
Comprehension Passages: Descriptive and Technical 
 
 The passages that speak of culture are normally descriptive in nature. A 
descriptive passage layered with facts that do not allow a student to develop an 
appreciation for culture and realize the kind of vocabulary that touches on culture. This 
is because a descriptive passage does not make a student imagine further that the 
superficial facts, relate to his world and observe well as mentioned by Freire, “it is 
necessary…to observe well, to compare well, to infer well, to imagine well, to free one’s 
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sensibilities well, and to believe others, without believing too much what one may think 
about others.”292 
 
 Introducing a cultural product does not necessarily mean that there is teaching of 
culture involved. For instance, instead of simply directing students to technical facts of 
the songket, there must be cultural emphasis on the different patterns weaved in on a 
piece of songket such as ‘awan larat’293 and ‘bunga cengkih’294 that carries different meanings 
which has to be explained to students. These meanings include the close affinity the 
Malay community has with nature as well as the Malay culture that seeks inspiration from 
nature in their creative works. The design motifs contain cultural aesthetics that depicts 
the kind of worldview that the Malay community possesses in terms of creating cultural 
handcrafts. It presents the ability of the Malays to produce and showcase their ability and 
mastery at craftsmanship. 
 
“Puan Ani: Biasanya, kami menggunakan benang emas atau perak. 
Tina: Berapa lamakah masa yang Puan Ani perlukan untuk menyiapkan 
sehelai kain songket? 
Puan Ani: Saya hanya mengambil masa beberapa hari untuk membuat corak 
biasa. Bagi corak yang lebih halus, saya perlukan masa lebih daripada 
seminggu.”295 
 
 In Jauhari 1B296 textbook, traditional kueh became the topic for discussion based 
on the passage that talks about the creative names of the Malay kueh. Unfortunately, the 
discussion revolves around the other kueh that the students are aware of and questions 
the students’ opinions on why such names are given to kueh. The following question asks 
if it is important to preserve Malay kueh. The preservation of cultural elements has always 
been a focus, not only in Malay community. In an attempt to increase cultural 
                                                        
292 Paulo Freire, Teachers as Cultural Workers. (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, c2005), p. 90. 
 




295 Mekar, Buku Teks Sekolah Rendah 4B, p. 9.  
 
296 Jauhari Bahasa Melayu (Ekspres) Buku Teks 1B. 
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understanding and appreciation, links must be formed so that students are able to 
understand why Malay kueh are usually made using ingredients such as desiccated 
coconut, palm sugar, coconut milk and pandan leaves. For instance, in this region, 
coconut is easily obtainable and thus, it is used widely for various purposes. 
 
 The approach used in introducing silat297, a form of martial art widely practiced in 
the Nusantara is descriptive with the emphasis on the technical aspects of defense, 
attack, opening movements (also known as bunga silat) as well as the variations in silat, 
including the use of musical instruments in a silat performance. The comprehension 
passage also mentions that it is important to know the art of silat and one who is highly 
skilled will be respected. However, there is no elaboration on why silat or the art of 
defense is important in the past and how its relevance has changed and how is silat 
viewed upon now. Thus, there is no cultural significance that is explained to the student, 
which would impede their cultural understanding and appreciation.  
 
“Silat dikatakan wujud sejak abad yang ketujuh sesudah Masihi dalam 
Kerajaan Srivijaya di Sumatera. Silat terbahagi kepada dua aspek, iaitu aspek 
kesenian dan aspek pertempuran. Aspek kesenian silat disebut juga sebagai 
pencak. Aspek pertempuran pula dipanggil silat sahaja. Tujuan utama silat 
adalah untuk menyelamatkan nyawa dalam sesuatu pertarungan atau 
pertempuran. Orang yang pandai bersilat dipandang tinggi oleh 
masyarakatnya.”298 
 
 Another example is students are introduced to ‘wau bulan’299, a traditional Malay 
moon-kite, in a passage. One of the objectives of this lesson is to ensure students to 
learn the steps in making the traditional Malay moon-kite. From the passage, students are 
taught the ways to play the kite. It is also mentioned that in olden days, the farmers play 
the moon-kite at the paddy fields after the harvest season. Once again, there is no 
cultural significance of the ‘wau bulan’. The cultural facts about the ‘wau bulan’ 300 are                                                         
297 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Normal (Teknikal) Buku Teks 4A. (Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific, 2004). 
 298 Ibid., p. 10.  
299 Mekar, Buku Teks Sekolah Rendah 4B. 
 
300 Moon-kite, a type of kite. 
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limited to the ‘busur’ that is made from mengkuang leaves and that it produces a vibrating 
hollow sound when one flies the kite. On the contrary, there should be more cultural 
elements presented to the students such as 1) why ‘mengkuang’301 leaves are used, 2) why 
‘wau’ is played after the harvest season, 3) what does the shape of the ‘wau’ symbolizes 
and 4) how the ‘wau’ is a traditional game for the farmers. 
 
“Busur diletakkan di bahagian belakang wau. Apabila wau diterbangkan, 
busur yang direnggangkan ikatannya tu akan menghasilkan bunyi dengung. 
Inilah antara keunikan wau. Cara bermain wau sama seperti bermain layang-
layang.”302 
 
 The same approach is used to inform students of a Malay game, ‘capteh’ which is 
the focus of the comprehension passage in secondary 1B (HML) 303  textbook. The 
passage describes the materials used to make a ‘capteh’ and how it can be self-made as 
well as the way to play the ‘capteh’.  
 
“Anak-anak tahu, dahulu pak cik pernah bermain bola seperti ini yang 
dipanggil sepak bulu ayam...Dahulu, kebanyakan mainan kamu buat sendiri. 
Tak pernah dibeli...Kalau main capteh ini, tak boleh gunakan lutut tetapi 
sepak bulu ayam yang pak cik main dahulu, kami boleh menggunakan 
lutut...”304 
 
 In primary 4B 305  textbook, instead of harping on technical description, the 
information on ‘wayang kulit’ should have been presented to the students with the cultural 
significance that paints ‘wayang kulit’ as a form of entertainment after the harvest season. 
It is one of the platforms the Malay community used to relay moral didactic messages via 
oral tradition. Various emotions and expressions as well as social judgments are 
                                                        
301 A kind of plant used for weaving. 
 
302 Mekar, Buku Teks Sekolah Rendah 4B, p. 12.  
 
303 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Lanjutan Buku Teks 1B. (Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific, 2002). 
 
304 Ibid., p. 68. 
 
305 Mekar, Buku Teks Sekolah Rendah 4B. 
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presented through ‘wayang kulit’. It provides the community an imagination of what is 
accepted or frowned upon in the community. In other words, ‘wayang kulit’ is a tool to 
inform the audience of the socio-cultural stance adopted by the community. 
 
“Ini dalang. Tugas dalang ialah mereka watak patung. Patung itu dibuat 
daripada kulit kambing atau lembu. Bayang-bayang patung akan kelihatan di 
layar putih apabila cahaya disuluh. Cerita wayang kulit hanyalah cerita rekaan 
atau khayalan sahaja.”306 
 
This is similar to secondary 3B307 textbook in which the comprehension passage 
‘Kita Main Olok-olok’ has a character that narrates about the ‘Hamdolok’, a performing art 
that is popular in Batu Pahat, Malaysia. The passage talks briefly about the history of 
‘Hamdolok’, focusing on the founder, and that this art is often performed during 
weddings and the performance consists of singing, dancing and acting. The passage that 
talks about how the character has to dress up as a woman and what happened in one of 
his performances. Thus, the passage lacks cultural significance and thus, does not 
provide any avenue for cultural appreciation. 
 
“Hamdolok berasal dari Timur Tengah. Di Malaysia, Hamdolok amat 
terkenal di Batu Pahat. Ada sumber yang mengatakan bahawa pengasasnya 
ialah Wak Rahmat Bin Haji Hasan. Belaiu dikenal sebagai Rahmat 
Wayang…”308 
 
 What is considered traditional would have to be explained to students. In 
secondary 3A309 textbook, instead of talking about the internationalization of Malay food, 
it would be more culturally beneficial if the focus were on how unique Malay traditional 
food is as compared to other types of traditional food. The follow-up activity is a 
discussion that allows students to select a traditional Malay dish and to explain why the 
                                                        
306 Mekar, Buku Teks Sekolah Rendah 4B, p. 14. 
 
307 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 3B. (Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific, 2005). 
 
308 Ibid., p. 33. 
 
309 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 3A. 
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dish has been chosen, the ingredients and nutritional value of the dish as well as the 
duration needed to complete cooking the dish.  
 
However, this does not elevate cultural understanding and appreciation. There 
should be a conscious attempt to discuss the use of certain ingredients as these may 
indicate certain understanding that exists in the Malay community, hence explaining the 
way they lead their lifestyle. At secondary level, it would be more appropriate to unravel 
the historical dimension of this region that presents how the region deals with trade, as a 
result of the strategic location and relations, and thus it is reflected in the food eaten by 
the people including the accompaniments that suit the dish.  
 
The way to appreciate a cultural-historical icon is to unravel his thoughts and 
contributions to society. In this case, President Yusof Ishak has made credible 
contributions that are worth mentioning so that students can imagine what defines a 
good leader. It is important to include that he had contributed tremendously for the 
community even before he was elected as President. Unfortunately, the passage focused 
on his bio-data, including who he left behind after his death. These facts are not able to 
make students appreciate the sacrifices and contributions of our nation’s leader. These 
are simply facts about a person. No relation is made to whether he was a good leader and 
how he elevates the status of the community. 
 
“Encik Yusof Bin Ishak dilahirkan di Padang Gajah, perak pada 12 Ogos 
1910. Beliau sekeluarga berhijrah ke Singapura ketika beliau berumur 13 
tahun. Beliau belajar di Sekolah Victoria, kemudian di Institut Raffles. Di 
sekolah, Encik Yusof Bin Ishak merupakan pelajar yang aktif dalam kegiatan 
kokurikulum. Penglibatan beliau dalam bidang persuratkhabaran telah 
membantu beliau mencapai cita-cita untuk menerbitkan akhbar beliau 
sendiri. Beliau berjaya menerbitkan sebuah akhbar, iaitu Utusan Melayu.”310 
 
Even when speaking of the origins of the Malay community and Malay language 
in secondary 4A (HML) textbook, the text provided is very factual and historical with 
various dates mentioned. Definitions are also included when discussing on classical 
Malay language and its functions as well as the evidence of the language and its usage.                                                         
310 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 1B. (Singapore: EPB Pan Pacific, 2003), p. 14. 
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This continues in Secondary 4B textbook that explains the difference between the three 
variations of Malay language: ‘Bahasa Dialek, Basahan dan Baku’. 
 
 The approach to understanding the names of various places though historical in 
nature is also descriptive. In Secondary 4B (NT) textbook, it is mentioned that the names 
of these places are as such because of an incident, flora and fauna, the location of the 
place, renowned individuals have contributed to the area, or there is a connection with 
the surroundings. For instance, the name ‘Siglap’ came about because the day one of the 
head village man who hailed from Sumatera, dark clouds covered the sky and the 
weather turned bad with continuous lightning. Another example is the abundant plant, 
‘Tempines’ in the area where it is called Tampines till today. The passage ends by stating that 
the Malays do not simply give names to places without a basis.  
 
“Apabila dia tiba di sebuah kampung, cuaca tiba-tiba menjadi gelap. Kilat 
pula sabung-menyabung. Sejak hari itu, beliau menamakan kampung itu 
Sigelap…nama kampung itu diabadikan pada Masjid Kampung Siglap…Ada 
beberapa tempat yang mengambil nama sempena nama-nama tumbuhan 
yang banyak terdapat di kawasan tersebut, contohnya Kampung Tempinis 
(Tampines), Kampung Cengal (Changi Village) dan Kampung Ubi. Biasanya, 
penamaan itu berdasarkan peristiwa yang berlaku di tempat itu, flora dan 
fauna, kedudukan tempat itu atau nama orang tertentu yang pernah berjasa di 
tempat itu atau dilahirkan di situ.”311 
 
As such, there is a need to ensure that passages are not simply descriptive and 
filled with technical details, at the expense of adding cultural significance and making the 
connection to the student’s experience. The cultural understanding and appreciation 
should not rely solely on cultural facts such as dates, materials and processes alone, the 
reasons behind a certain cultural element has to be delineated based on the entire system 
of life in the community. Reducing cultural knowledge to technical information shows a 
narrow definition of culture, one that focuses on the ‘hardware’ and not the ‘software’. It 
is more important to state the connection and relationship of one’s life and the culture he 
                                                        311 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Normal (Teknikal) Buku Teks 4B, p. 42.  
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adopts. This essence of culture will form the ‘software’ that will aid in the attainment of 
the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
 
Uncritical Questions Posed to Students 
 
 An example of how culture is infused in primary textbook is how ‘songket’ is 
introduced to students. Students are taught on how to categorize main and supporting 
information through a passage that touches on ‘Songket Kelantan’312, which is a fabric that 
is woven in silk or cotton and has intricate designs or patterns on it, usually done by 
using silver or gold threads. Even though the passage speaks of the cultural element, 
‘songket’, the focus is on the type of questions asked that will then teach students to 
uncover the factual information on ‘songket’. The questions includes 1) the type of thread 
used to weave the ‘songket’, 2) how long it takes to weave one and 3) why is the price of 
‘songket’ expensive313.  
 
 However, cultural appreciation should begin with a) cultural facts and b) 
significance of the cultural product instead of technical details. As such, the questions 
posed should include cultural facts such as asking 1) what the ‘songket’ symbolize, 2) the 
use of ‘songket’, 3) the purpose of ‘songket’ in the Malay community and 4) the creative 
disposition of the Malays at craftsmanship. In addition, it is important to introduce the 
significance and the cultural values of a cultural product and in this case, ‘songket’. Thus, 
the values that are embedded in ‘songket’ should be introduced to students as how the 
Malay community espoused it.  
 
Another example of how questions posed do not elevate cultural appreciation is 
found in secondary 4 textbook. The comprehension passage touches on silat, a form of 
Malay martial art or art of defense. The passage highlights the technicalities of silat such 
as the movements and the instruments used in a silat performance. The questions posed                                                         
312 Mekar, Buku Teks Sekolah Rendah 4B. 
 
313 Ibid., p. 9.  
 
“2) Bincangkan perkara-perkara sampingan berikut: a. Benang apakah yang digunakan untuk 
membuat songket? B. Berapa lamakah masa yang diperlukan oleh Puan Ani untuk menyiapkan 
sehelai songket bercorak halus? C. Mengapakah harga songket mahal?” 
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are 1) when did silat first started; 2) name the island where silat is first being practiced, 3) 
why is the function of silat considered important, and a few more questions of similar 
slant.314 
 
 Students are unable to appreciate culture in dept, as there is no sense of awe and 
wonderment towards culture. For instance, in primary 4B textbook, students are 
introduced to ‘wayang kulit’315. The task of a ‘dalang’ is mentioned as one who creates the 
puppet characters. The puppets are also mentioned to be made of calf or cow’s hide and 
that the stories depicted as just imaginative of fantasy tales.  
 
Sadly, there is no cultural significance of the ‘wayang kulit’, shadow puppet play and 
there is lack of effort to even allow the space and opportunity for students to relate 
‘wayang kulit’ to the Malay culture as the activity is simply for the students to express what 
they see from a still photograph (of a dalang coordinating the puppets behind the white 
sheet). Students should be guided to ask questions such as 1) what is the purpose of 
‘wayang kulit’, 2) what are the various types the characters portrayed, 3) why such 
characters exist and 4) the concept of Malay traditional entertainment arts, one that is 
embedded with moral didactic messages. 
 
At secondary 1 level, the questions posed with regard to the passage on kissing 
the hands of elders as a form of respect, are uncritical and do not allow students to 
develop a greater understanding towards culture. Firstly, the notion of kissing the hands 
of elders would have been asked or explained in primary schools as it is very much 
practiced in Malay families, making this aspect of culture redundant. Secondly, as 
mentioned earlier, posing questions like, ‘How do Muslims communicate?’ and ‘How 
Malays show respect to the elders while shaking their hands?’ will not make them 
appreciate culture, as students would already have known this from their parents when 
they are taught to practice this act. Instead, questions pertaining to social hierarchy, 
family relations and value-system would have been more suitable for secondary school 
students.                                                         
314  “1) Bilakah silat dikatakan mula wujud? 2) Di pulau manakah silat dikatakan mula-mula 
wujud?; 4) Apakah fungsi alat-alat muzik dalam persembahan pencak; 7) Apakah fungsi silat yang 
paling penting?” See See Jendela Bahasa Kursus Normal (Teknikal) Buku Teks 4A, p. 11.  
315 Mekar, Buku Teks Sekolah Rendah 4B. 
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“Kadang-kadang saya terlihat kanak-kanak mencium tangan orang yang 
disalam oleh mereka… 
Oh, itu pun sebahagian daripada budaya orang Melayu. Perbuatan itu 
menujukkan rasa hormat kepada orang yang lebih tua… 
Ada juga yang meletakkan tangan orang tua yang disalam di ubun-ubun 
mereka. Perbuatan begitu menunjukkan bahawa mereka menghormati dan 
menjunjung orang tua berkenaan.”316 
 
 The legend of Raden Mas was featured in the comprehension passage in 
secondary 1B317 textbook. The story of Raden Mas is introduced in a letterform passage 
that states the location of the shrine that is at the foot of Mount Faber. Her family 
background was presented as one from a Javanese royal family who came to Singapore 
after a family squabble. Alas, the good life they had came to an end when her father 
married a Singaporean princess who is jealous of Raden Mas’ beauty. It was said that 
during a fight, Raden Mas was stabbed as she tried to save her father from the princess’ 
attack.  
 
 The comprehension questions318 that follow includes, 1) what is the factor that 
make Sarah (the main character) write a letter to her friend, 2) what was Sarah’s feelings 
while she was at the shrine of Raden Mas, 3) Why did Raden Mas’ family come to 
Singapore, 4) state the reason why the residents of Telok Blangah has no idea of Raden Mas 
heritage and 5) state a unique characteristic that Raden Mas possess. This is an example of 
how socio-cultural information is represented superficially. Indeed, the inclusion of the 
legend of Raden Mas is commendable but the approach to understanding a cultural-
historical figure needs to be improvised. Instead questions pertaining to the feudal 
system, universal values and notion of power and justice could have been posed to 
students. 
 
                                                        




318“3. Mengapakah keluarga Raden Mas datang ke Singapura? 4. Nyatakan sebab penduduk di 
Telok Blangah tidak tahu akan asal keturunan Raden Mas dan ayahnya. 5. Nyatakan keistimewaan 
Raden Mas.” See Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 1A, p. 57. 
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 In secondary 4A/5A 319 textbook, the theme of one of the chapters is ‘Gema 
Warisan, Seni Berzaman’. The comprehension passage describes one of the Malay 
traditional musical instruments - the ‘kompang’. The passage describes the materials 
required to make a kompang. For instance, the type of wood obtained from a ‘cengal’ or 
‘pelan’ tree would produce a good quality ‘kompang’. The passage continues to describe the 
process of making a ‘kompang’. The passage ends by stating that the ‘kompang’ is still 
played today as there is a popular demand for ‘kompang’ groups to perform at weddings 
and formal functions.  
 
Inevitably, the comprehension questions have to be based on the passage. And 
thus, the questions require students to know the way ‘kompang’ is produced such as the 
importance of selecting the right wood and what is required to get a good sound from 
the ‘kompang’. This is followed by a discussion activity that requires students to introduce 
selected traditional musical instruments as an attempt to preserve Malay music, especially 
traditional musical instruments.  
 
“Kompang merupakan alat muzik tradisional Melayu yang terkenal dalam 
masyarakat Melayu di Singapura. Biasanya, kayu yang dipilih ialah kayu 
Cengal atau Palau. Kayu yang telah dipilih perlu dipotong bulat mengikut 
anggaran saiz kompang yang dikehendaki.”320 
 
However, the focus of the discussion revolves around these questions, 1) suitable 
events to play these instruments, 2) type of performance and 3) various activities that can 
be organized to inculcate interest for Malay music amongst the youths.321 
 
                                                        
319 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres/Kursus Normal (Akademik) Buku Teks 4A/5A. (EPB: Pan 
Pacific, 2005). 
 
320 Ibid., p. 14. 
 
321  Comprehension questions: “1) Mengapakah pemilihan kayu penting dalam penghasilan 
kompang; 4) Bagaimana belulang dihasilkan? 6) Mengapakah kompang masih dihasilkan?” 
 
Discussion questions: “1) jenis-jenis alat muzik yang diketengahkan; 2) acara/majlis yang 
bersesuaian; 3) kegiatan yang boleh dianjurkan untuk menarik minat golongan belia meminati 
muzik Melayu…” See Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres/Kursus Normal (Akademik) Buku Teks 
4A/5A, p. 16. 
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 For the theme, ‘Agar Tidak Hilang’ in secondary 3B322 textbook, the chapter starts 
off with an activity that is based on a brochure. The brochure describes briefly various 
cultural performances that would be organized by a Malay cultural association. It 
contains information on the various performing arts that are still practiced and 
performed by the different Malaysian states. For example, the information provided in 
the brochure will mention that ‘Mak Yong’ is a performing art that is very popular in 
Kelantan and is usually performed in the palace. The activity requires students to choose 
one performance that they are interested in and to explain their reasons for choosing that 
performance.  This does not help them to understand and appreciate culture, even if it is 
defined narrowly as performing arts.323 
 
This lack of cultural appreciation can be seen in the same way ‘keris’ is being 
introduced to students. The process of making the ‘keris’ becomes the emphasis in the 
passage. The passage then ends by stating the need to preserve the ‘keris’ as our heritage 
so that it will not be forgotten with time. The questions posed are, 1) how long has ‘keris’ 
existed, 2) what are the guidelines in making a ‘keris’ and 3) what is the difference in 
‘keris’ usage now and in the past. These questions do not critically develop student’s 
understanding on culture.324 
 
Even in the HML syllabus, the questions lack criticality as they are based on 
descriptive texts that are also loaded with technical details. As such, the questions do not 
allow students to identify and assess the cultural significance, understanding and 
appreciation of the different types of cultural dimensions such as history, customs, 
language and beliefs as they are portrayed in the textbooks.  
 
                                                        
322 Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 3B. 
 
323 “Menora- Hanya terdapat di negeri Kelantan dan dipercayai bermula di Thailand, kira-kira 
2000 tahun dahulu. Dipersembahkan oleh pelakon lelaki sahaja. Mak Yong- Amat popular di 
Kelantan dan merupakan persembahan istana. Persembahan termasuklah tarian, nyanyian, 
lakonan dan komedi.”  
See Jendela Bahasa Kursus Ekspres Buku Teks 3B, p. 31-32. 
 
324 “Berapa lamakah keris telah wujud; 2) Apalah nama yang diberikan kepada pembuat keris? 3) 
Apakah syarat yang harus ada pada keris?; 6) Berikan perbezaan antara kegunaan keris dahulu 
dengan sekarang.”  
See Jendela Bahasa Kursus Normal (Teknikal) Buku Teks 4A, p. 43. 
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Questions325 posed to students such as the relevance of a particular custom in 
today’s context, the importance of a certain custom like the ‘adat melenggang perut’, why the 
elder daughter needs to be married off first in avoiding the taboo act of ‘melangkah 
bendul’326, the difference between the custom of sitting on the dais now and in the past 
lacks the cultural significance where the socio-historical and socio-economic background 
of the community have not been explained.  
 
Students face difficulties in understanding why certain customs set the norms of 
the social behaviors and the basis on why such a worldview is adopted by the 
community. Only when students have understood the manner in which cultural 
imagination is formed, can they begin to understand its significance and appreciate the 
differences, similarities or the need to preserve of change such customs or beliefs in a 
progressive manner. 
 
The cultural facts that are introduced and included in Malay Language textbooks 
need to go beyond the descriptive nature, as there is a need to understand the function of 
culture in Malay community or the society at large. Culture has an important place in 
society and the significance of every cultural element goes beyond technical details but 
instead, they speak of the creative disposition of the community as well as portraying 
many different layers of thoughts and expressions as well as values behind the cultural 
element, espousing many other cultural elements that are related, for instance, 





                                                         
325 Questions on the various types of cultural practices asked with the aim to promote oral 
communication and higher level thinking as decided by curriculum planners includes, “1) Pada 
pendapat kamu, adakah adat merisik ini masih relevan pada zaman sekarang? Bincangkan 
kebaikan dan kelebihan adat merisik ini, 2) Orang Melayu dahulu berpegangteguh pada adat 
bahawa anak perempuan yang tua mesti berkahwin dahulu sebelum adik-adiknya. Bincangkan.; 
and 3) Bincangkan perbezaan adat persandingan dahulu dan sekarang.”  
Refer to Jendela Bahasa Kursus Khas Bahasa Melayu Lanjutan Buku Teks 2A.  
326 The custom is to marry off the older daughter first before the younger one can get married. If 
the younger daughter is getting married ahead of her sister, the groom must present the older 
daughter a set of clothes as a gift. 
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Reviewing Cultural Representation in Malay Language Education 
 
  As we have discussed in this chapter, the representation of culture in Malay 
language school textbooks have their limitations and this impacts the vision of Arif 
Budiman. Undoubtedly, there is a need to ensure that Malay language remains functional 
as the carrier of culture as it strengthens character, adopts and infuses progressive values; 
amends and creates new elements that would bring the community to greater heights 
instead of studying words that simply describe cultural elements that bears little of no 
significance due to the lack of interconnectedness and relevance.  This has been 
delineated and determined by the bilingual education policy.  
 
However, even as the transmitter of heritage and values, the school textbooks 
need to ensure that the notion of culture as well as the cultural knowledge conveyed is 
not based on a narrow definition of culture. This is because the content that are taught to 
students reflects the kind of culture that is propagated, the level of cultural appreciation 
and understanding, and this affects the way students are ‘molded’ to perceive their 
culture, the manner in which culture will develop in the future and the role students play 
in the development of culture.  
 
A student who has been made to perceive and define culture in such narrow lens 
would be unable to grasp critical concepts as his exposure to culture and language is 
limited, whether it is based on cultural information, vocabulary or themes shared and 
presented in class. This would also affect the way culture and language is viewed by the 
younger generation. Should this representation of culture persist, the Malay language and 
culture would be deemed as backward or worse, irrelevant. In other words, this impacts 
the vision of Arif Budiman as we aspire to produce cultured persons; we also have to look 
into the type of cultured men that should be propagated. As such, there is a need to look 








The Lack of Critical Approach Towards the Understanding of Culture 
 
As mentioned earlier in chapter three and four, one of the factors that have 
impacted the vision of Arif Budiman and contributes to its problem in attaining its 
objective is due to the narrow definition of culture that are present in the curriculum. 
This can be observed through the relation between language and culture as highlighted 
through the advocacy of sebutan baku. In this case, the top-down implementation of 
executing the sebutan baku policy as well as the constant justification of its existence in 
Singapore has clearly shown how culture is linked to language, and that association is 
narrowly defined through the pronunciation of the language. This has also led to the 
conformity of Malay language speakers as they are made to learn how to speak the 
language by using sebutan baku. In addition, the sebutan baku policy has been imposed on 
the community through its inclusion in school assessment rubrics, national examinations, 
the media and the arts. The narrow definition of culture can also be observed through 
the representation of culture in school curriculum. It has been illustrated in the previous 
chapter that a narrow definition of culture contributes to a simplistic reductionist and 
superficial understanding of culture and language. Therefore, the vision of Arif Budiman 
that aims to produce a learned man, a cultured man would have to review the definition 
of culture especially in the curriculum in order to address the issues that impede them 
from achieving this aim. 
 
Here forth, this chapter will discuss the second factor; the lack of critical 
approach towards the understanding of culture, by looking at three dominant 
orientations of culture that permeate within the Malay society. The development of Arif 
Budiman in Malay language education cannot be achieved without a strong awareness of 
the pitfalls and limitations of these orientations and understandings have pervaded the 
Malay society. In this chapter, we will seek to analyze three dominant orientations in 
understanding culture that are prevalent in the Malay community. As we look at three 
orientations, it is important to note that this study will not be proving how these factors 
impede the realization of Arif Budiman in Malay language teaching and learning within 
relevant institutions. The focus of this chapter is to delineate the dominant orientations, 
as there is a need for consciousness of their influence, which is vital in guarding against 
their infiltration into Malay language curriculum. 
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The three dominant orientations subscribed in the Malay community that will be 
discussed in this chapter are, 1) the feudal-nationalist attachment, where culture is taught 
based on the romanticism of Malay feudal past, 2) the Islamic inclination, where Islam 
plays a pivotal role in society and becomes the determinant factor of what should be 
embraced or rejected as part of Malay culture, and 3) the Eurocentric-Orientalist 
paradigm, where culture is produced based on imitative scholarship and the reproduction 




The Feudal-Nationalist Attachment 
 
Progressive precepts or doctrine may be valid in one historical period, but without 
doubt, they will and can be obsolete and regressive in another historical period. Here, we 
look at how the feudal-nationalist orientation where the Malay historical experience 
influences Malay value orientations:  
 
“There are several reasons why consciousness of tradition and attachment to 
it is prevalent among the Malays of Southeast Asia. One obvious reason is 
that they are indigenous to Southeast Asia and therefore their tradition is 
rooted in the history of the region...Secondly, the cultural history of 
Southeast Asia has always been more evolutionary than revolutionary. ...In 
Southeast Asia there had been rebellions and political revolutions but not the 
type accompanied by major change of philosophy, values or world-view. The 
evolutionary type of cultural and social change is more favorable towards the 
survival of tradition and the consciousness of it. Historical and cultural 
continuities are strong and their roots are deeply entrenched in the past. 
Thirdly, there has never been in Southeast Asia an equivalence of 
industrialization as in the West. The history of industrialization in the West 
involved major changes in society and social structure. All in all, there was a 
loosening of tradition and the shattering of the world-view associated with it 
 156 
in Southeast Asia, there was no industrialization in this sense in the feudal, 
colonial, as well as in the post-independence era.”327  
 
 To remain progressive is not to relive the past without any critical judgment of 
the past itself. Unfortunately, the feudal-nationalist approach in understanding culture is 
prevalent not only among the masses but it is often perpetuated by the Malay elites 
themselves. As such, the lack of critical understanding towards what is a progressive 
culture is one limitation that hinders the community from achieving the vision of Arif 
Budiman. In this case, the feudal-nationalist approach that has been selected as the role 
model should be viewed as detrimental and destructive to any society. Here, this part of 
the chapter will discuss two aspects of the feudal-nationalist approach that contributes to 
the problem in attaining the aim of Arif Budiman; i) regressive feudal values and ii) feudal 
concept of the excellent man. 
 
With its regressive values that oppressed the Malay community as observed from 
the Malaccan Sultanate328 era, the attachment to a feudal-nationalistic culture is not an 
ideal framework to be compared with, if society wants to move forward. For instance, 
Abdullah Munsyi329 analyzed “the causes of economic stagnation of the Malays as a result 
of maladministration, oppression and the rapaciousness of the ruling houses. Ordinary 
people were afraid to accumulate wealth as it is liable to be seized by the rulers and their 
henchmen.”330 As such, with an uncritical comprehension of the world-view and values 
embraced in the feudal system, a progressive culture is far from reach, even with the 
implementation of Arif Budiman. The alignment of understanding culture to the                                                         
327  Shaharudin Maaruf, Some Theoretical Problems Concerning Tradition and Modernization among the 
Malays of Southeast Asia, Academic Paper No 34, Academic Session 2002/2003, National 
University of Singapore. pp. 10-11 . This paper was originally published in Yong Mun Cheong 
(ed.), Asian Traditions and Modernization, (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1992).  
 
328For more information on Malaccan Sultanate, read A. Samad Ahmad, Sejarah Melayu. (Kuala 
Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1979) and Raja Ali al-Haji Riau, Tuhfat Al-Nafis. (Kualu 
Lumpur: Yayasan Karyawan & Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1998). 
 
329  Abdullah Munsyi is often regarded as the father of modern Malay literature. His most 
important works are the Hikayat Abdullah and Kisah Pelayaran Abdullah ke Kelantan. Unlike typical 
classical Malay literary works that contain fantasies and legendary stories, Abdullah’s work was 
realistic. The book remains a reliable and accurate reference on early Malay history to this day. 
He is regarded by many to be the first Malayan journalist, taking Malay literature out of its 
preoccupation with folk-stories and legends into accurate historical descriptions. 
 
330 Syed Hussein Alatas, Intellectuals in Developing Societies, p. 6. 
 157 
regressive values of the feudal-nationalistic approach would result in a backwardness of 
culture in a wider spectrum. This will be discussed further in this chapter. 
 
One of the prevalent feudal-nationalist attachment is done through the 
glorification of Malay feudal history and thus, adopting the feudal values in society. 
There exists a dominant group of Malay intellectuals 331  and elites who idolizes the 
Malaccan Sultanate to remind society of the ‘the good old times’, where Malacca was 
then hailed as an important state in the Malay world. The Malaccan Sultanate is portrayed 
in an idealized manner with the mention of it being a major trading center. This era is 
regarded as an important phase in the conception of Malay history to highlight and 
present Malacca Sultanate as the peak of Malay civilization achievement and the progress 
attained during that period of time is evidence of a true Malay success story. In other 
words, for the current society to achieve progress just like how they claimed to have 
accomplished in the past, they simply have to emulate the same framework. As such, it is 
not surprising that Malay culture, despite the broad spectrum of what it can constitute, 
has been ‘forced’ to make parallels with the ‘golden age’ of Malaccan Sultanate. 
 
There is a tendency towards the glorifying of the Malaccan Sultanate as the ‘Golden 
Age’ of Malay civilization and making it the basis for Malay national consciousness. Here, 
we observed how Malay elites have fabricated a certain myth with regard to the Malaccan 
Sultanate in an attempt to paint a positive picture so that it could be a basis for cultural 
development in today’s society.  
 
According to Sharifah Maznah332, the characteristics of this type of myth are as 
follow: (1) it conceives of the golden age as having existed in the past; (2) its characters 
constitute of supernatural beings or great historical personalities; (3) magical,                                                         
331 “An intellectual is a person who is engaged in thinking about ideas and non-material problems 
using the faculty of reason…Knowledge of a certain subject or the possession of a degree does 
not make a person an intellectual although these often coincide; there are many degree-holders 
and professors who do not engage in developing their field or trying to find the solution to 
specific problems within it. On the other hand, a person with no academic qualifications can be 
an intellectual if he utilizes his thinking capacity and possesses sufficient knowledge of his subject 
of interest.” 
Read Syed Hussein Alatas, Intellectuals in Developing Societies, p. 8. 
 
332 Sharifah Maznah Syed Omar is the author of Myths And The Malay Ruling Class. She used to 
lecture at the Dept. of Malay Studies, National University of Singapore.  
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supernatural or extraordinary events take place in this past; (4) everything belonging to 
this past is idealized. It is the perfect beginning of everything; (5) it deals with a past 
which is considered sacred by virtue of the existence of supernatural beings in it; (6) it 
develops a desire for imitation; (7) its growth can be traced to certain socio-historical 
conditions of the time and usually reflect the social-psychological make-up of the group 
behind them.333 
 
With the fabrication and propagation of the ‘golden age’ myth, the Malaccan 
Sultanate is seen as a success story and thus, suitable to be made the basis for further 
progress. Thus, one should adopt the culture of Malaccan Sultanate of the ‘glorious’ past 
to ensure development in the future. A published scholar, Omar Farouk made the 
following claims: 
 
“[B]y looking at history of Malacca cultural development as a model and 
looking at the extent of it possessing viability and realness in the past and 
now. Malacca has provided us with an excellent and effective historical 
example of development that should form the basis for our observation with 
regard to the progress in language and culture. It has bequeathed us with 
examples that are relevant as the model of the past, present and future. What 
Malacca has shown in history is a testimony in that the Malaccan framework 
is suitable and possible.”334 
 
Another writer, Hashim Hj. Musa claims that the Malay society has the ability to 
build a world civilization, one that is global and cosmopolitan as shown during the 
Malaccan sultanate by professing: “The Malay culture and society can be the leader of the 
                                                        
333 Sharifah Maznah Syed Omar, Myths and the Malay Ruling Class, p. 27-28.  
 
334 Omar Farouk Bajunid, Esei-esei Budaya dan Sejarah Melaka. (Kuala Lumpur: Asmara Za'ba, 
Universiti Malaya, 1989), p. 107-108. 
“[M]engambil Sejarah perkembangan kebudayaan di Negeri Melaka sebagai model dan melihat 
sejauh mana model itu mempunyai realiti serta viabiliti dalam konteks Sejarah dan masa kini. 
Melaka telah membekalkan kita dengan suatu perkembangan sejarah yang amat agung dan 
berkesan untuk menjadi suatu asas penelitian terhadap pembangunan bangsa dan budaya. Ia telah 
mewariskan beberapa bentuk teladan yang telah menjadi model masa dulu, masa kini dan sudah 
pasti masa depan. Bahawa Melaka telah menunjukkan kenyataan itu dalam Sejarah adalah 
menambah keyakinan kita bahawa teladan Melaka itu memang wajar dan mungkin.” 
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world and is able to build a world civilization that is cosmopolitan and global in nature, 
especially like the one during the era of the Malaccan Sultanate.”335 
 
A prominent scholar, Shamsul Amri Baharuddin wrote that the Malaccan 
Sultanate has provided a clear example of a successful development of the Malay society: 
“The glorious Malaccan Sultanate is one historical evidence that shows success of a 
development model for the Malay race.”336 
 
This uncritical approach to understanding culture will prove to be detrimental as 
we are fully aware of the disparaging manner of rule by the Malaccan Sultanate that held 
no regard for human dignity and humanity. Furthermore, this feudal-nationalist approach 
should not be adopted as it perpetuates regressive feudal values that are the very 
attributes of a man that should be disregarded in society. 
 
 
Regressive Feudal Values 
 
These are several feudal values that are regressive and damaging to society. It is 
appalling to note that some Malay elites seem to be unaware that Malay feudalism 
formulated these values. Besides embracing the culture and values of the Malaccan 
sultanate without taking into considerations the values that were propagated and the 
problems that existed during that period, this group of Malay elites also circulates and 
promotes the same regressive feudal values in society. Among the regressive feudal 
values that contributes to the culture of the Malays are 1) hero-worship, 2) absolute 
loyalty, 3) arbitrary use of power, 4) patron-client relationship, 5) absolutism and 6) 
pomposity. These values will be briefly discussed briefly to show they are perpetuated in 
society and have become a cultural baggage today that impedes the development of the 
learned man.                                                          
335 Hashim Hj Musa, Pemerkasaan Tamadun Melayu Malaysia: Menghadapi Globalisasi Barat. (Kuala 
Lumpur: Penerbit Universiti Malaya: Pusat Dialog Peradaban, Universiti Malaya, 2004), p. 240. 
“Masyarakat dan budaya Melayu mampu menjadi kabilah dunia dan membina sebuah tamadun 
dunia yang bersifat kosmopolitan dan global terutamanya dalam zaman Kesultanan Melaka…” 
 
336  Shamsul Amri Baharuddin, Masyarakat Malaysia Yang Membangun. (Kuala Lumpur: Dewan 
Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1960), p. 4. 
“Kegemilangan kesultanan Melaka merupakan suatu contoh sejarah yang menunjukkan kepada 




With an image of a Malay hero as encapsulated by Hang Tuah, it calls for an 
acceptance of a poor leadership that is an encumbrance with regard to achieving the aim 
of Arif Budiman. In the past, society did not have the courage or opportunity to go 
against the Sultan’s wishes even though they know that certain acts are wrong. In actual 
fact, society should be allowed to express their views and decide what is right and wrong 
instead of following instructions blindly. Even during the feudal times, Islam has 
enjoined the idea of resisting against feudal absolutism as expressed in Taj Us-Salatin. 
 
“Maka haruslah kami turut akan segala raja-raja seperti mereka itu dengan 
segala nabi dalam pekerjaan kerajaan itu; seperti kami turut akan segala raja-
raja yang benar pada dua perkara: seperkara kami turut akan dia pada segala 
katanya dan kedua perkara kami turut akan dia pada segala pekerjaan. Maka 
harus kami turut segala raja-raja yang salah itu, juga pada katanya dalam 
pekerjaan kerajaan dan bukan pada kerjanya yang salah itu.” 337 
 
As such, idolizing or even giving credit to a character of Hang Tuah to be the role 
model or hero is disruptive and detrimental, as a cultured and learned man needs to have 
moral courage and intelligence to combat obtuse and inane ideas that will lead the society 




Besides hero-worship, there is also much emphasis on the idea of absolute 
loyalty. The feudal concept of absolute loyalty means obeying without questioning. It 
places the human mind at its lowest as one is expected to follow instructions blindly, 
without any thinking. The feudal norms advocate the idea of ‘adat Melayu pantang derhaka 
kepada raja.’ As such, the people become ‘Pak Turut’ (follower) who simply follows. There 
is also continuity of feudalism in today’s style of governance. People are required to 
accept the decisions made and are expected to obey and pledge their absolute loyalty. As 
mentioned by Ahmad Atory Hussain: 
                                                         
337 Khalid M. Hussain, Taj Us-Salatin (Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1992), p. 48. 
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“The truth is we inherit a feudal system of the past, where the high-ranking 
leaders in UMNO and the government are appointed by the ones on top. 
When the selection is made by a group of leaders or Malay elites in UMNO, 
it is then transmitted down to the masses, either in the party itself or the 
citizens, to be complied with and abide with.”338 
 
This uncritical notion of loyalty should not be perpetuated or encouraged and thus, 
the feudal-nationalist approach towards understanding culture is clearly not the ideal 
framework as the kind of Arif Budiman person that we hope to achieve needs to be 
principled and rational. 
 
 
Arbitrary Use of Power 
 
The feudal system allows the Sultan to be above the law, and the use of power is 
arbitrary. He is not subjected to the law and punishment that rules the country. Even if 
his ways are erroneous and he does a wrong doing, he is not punished. As such, his act 
of wrongdoing is not even contemplated or presented in the eyes of law. In the present 
situation, it can be observed how certain government officials are given help by the 
government in court. Ironically, the then Prime Minister of Malaysia, Dr Mahathir 
Mohamed himself criticized the feudalistic elements of the Malaysian Government. 
 
 “Secure in its absolute majority in Parliament, it was openly contemptuous 
of criticism. Policies were made which completely ignored public opinion. 
Typical of this was the decision to use Government funds to settle the cost 
of a private summons case when a Minister sued an opposition MP for 
slander. The decision was made after the case was lost. If the Minister had 
won he would no doubt have collected the damage awards.”339                                                         
338  Ahmad Atory Hussain, Kepimpinan Masa Depan Berahirkah Dilema Melayu?. (Kuala Lumpur: 
Kumpulan Karangkraf, 1987), p. 84. 
“Sebenarnya kita mewarisi sistem zaman feudal di mana pemimpin-pemimpin tinggi dalam 
UMNO dan kerajaan rata-rata dilantik atau dipilih dari atas. Apabila pemilihan dibuat oleh 
segolongan pemimpin atau elit Melayu dalam UMNO, maka barulah diserahkan kepada golongan 
bawahan sama ada dalam parti itu sendiri atau rakyat biasa untuk dipatuhi dan ditaati oleh 
mereka.” 
 




As the vision of Arif Budiman hope to produce learned man who can contribute 
to society, the arbitrary use of power does the reverse. The feudal-nationalist does not 
respect authority and the abuse of power is regarded as a norm in society. A society can 
never develop its culture if its people espouse this value because it creates fear and 
disregard for authority and the laws. 
 
In feudalism, there exists the concept of ‘anugerah’ or patron-client relationship. 
What has to be done by the ruler as part of his responsibilities is seen as help that is 
being rendered to the people instead of it being the responsibility of the ruler himself to 
carry out the task of providing certain necessities.  
 
“Although the leader possesses a bad character and his actions are 
detrimental to the society, there will still be individuals who will remain loyal 
to him and help to protect him. This group of followers usually gets rewards 
and benefits from the leader they protect. At times, it is this group that 
advice and encourage the leader and his followers to commit a wrong act.”340 
 
This patron-client relationship contributes to the regressive value of absolute 
loyalty. In fact, this patron-client relationship is so rampant in society that it determines 
the decision-making of the ones in power. Without a doubt, it impedes progress of the 
society as what matters most is to ensure the existence of the relationship which is 
depended on to obtain greater power and help in time to come and not to select what’s 




                                                                                                                                                               
 
340 Mahathir Mohamad, Cita-cita dan Pencapaian. (Kuala Lumpur: Berita Pub,1982), p. 29. 
“Walaupun pemimpin itu buruk sekali, dan tindak-tanduknya merugikan masyarakat, ada sahaja 
orang yang akan taat setia dan sanggup memeliharanya. Golongan pengiring ini biasanya 
mendapat manfaat dari pemimpin yang mereka lindungi. Kadang-kadang golongan inilah yang 





It is claimed that the absolutism would not lead to injustice in society: 
“[T]herefore, the concept of total absolutism does not necessary bring about tyranny; in 
fact, there were Malaccan sultans who were fair and concerned about the needs of his 
people…total absolutism does not cause the king to abdicate from his 
responsibilities.”341  This paints a picture that justice would still prevail because there 
were examples from the Malaccan ‘golden age’. However, the many other instances that 
this value is detrimental to society outweigh the very few good examples. 
 
“The sovereignty of Malay kings will remain stable and in power as long as 
the constitutional monarchy and the Westminster parliamentary system 
continue as it is. Even then, Malaysian citizens have the legal prerogative to 
respect and appreciate the king’s sovereignty. Only the King can be regarded 
as the lord to all Malaysians.”342  
 
On the contrary, the cultured man of Arif Budiman should question this notion of 
absolutism in every pocket of society in order to prevent misuse of power. It also helps 
to minimize the obsession with power that can nurture a malicious society. 
                                                         
“Ketua Menteri Sarawak, Datuk Patinggi Tan Sri Dr Abdul Taib Mahmud mengetuai senarai 72 
penerima anugerah darjah dan pingat kebesaran sempena harijadi ke-82 Yang Dipertua Negeri 
Tun Abang Muhammad Salahuddin Abang Barieng di Istana, September lalu. Antara penerima 
anugerah darjah dan pingat kebesaran yang lain adalah Ketua Polis Negara Tan Sri Norian Mai 
yang menerima anugerah darjah Panglima Negara Bintang Sarawak (PNBS), membawa gelaran 
‘Dato Sri’.” 
 
341 Zainal Abidin Abdul Wahid, Kesultanan Melayu Melaka: Pentadbiran Kuno atau Moden?. (Malacca: 
Institut Kajian Sejarah dan Patriotisme Malaysia, 1997), p. 20-21. 
“Jadi, konsep kemutlakan penuh tidak semestinya membawa kepada kezaliman; bahkan terdapat 
sultan-sultan Melaka yang adil dan mengambil berat tenaga kepentingan rakyatnya. Kemutlakan 
penuh tidak semestinya mengkhayalkan raja daripada tanggungjawabnya.” 
 
342 Kepentingan Melayu dan Pribumi dalam Sejarah dan Perundangan Ucaptama oleh YB Datuk 
Seri Utama Dr. Rais Yatim, Menteri Luar Malaysia di Majlis Wacana Isu Perundangan dan Hak-
Hak Pribumi Anjuran PERKASA. 
(Kuala Lumpur, 16 November 2008.) http://pribumiperkasa.org/ 
Kedaulatan Raja-Raja Melayu memang akan tetap kukuh dan berkuatkuasa selagi pemerintahan 
berparlimen dan Raja berperlembagaan kekal di Malaysia. Demikianpun, rakyat Malaysia harus 
diberi lunas menghormati dan menghayati kedaulatan Raja. Hanya Raja kita yang boleh dianggap 





During the feudal era, wealth and grandeur are greatly emphasized. This can be 
observed in the present situation where entertainment, recreation and celebration are 
done on a large scale. Alatas wrote, “the mood and desire to spend on such objects have 
been continuous with the feudal past where the ruling power put a high premium on 
luxury, entertainment and recreation.”343 
 
This regressive feudal value of pomposity is still prevalent in today’s society 
where huge sums of money is being spent on popular events to show progress instead of 
solving the core problems of society. 
 
“[T]he nation catapulted on to the world stage with several triumphant 
world-class high-performance attainments such as the continued hosting of 
the annual Tilawah Quran Antarabangsa, the Commonwealth Games, the 
Formula-1 Grand Prix race, the successful Everest climb…the building of 
the Petronas Twin-Towers…and the process of re-engineering continues, 
the process that has become synonymous with the “continuous 
improvement” phenomenon which the Japanese devotedly refer to as 
kaizen.”344 
 
Royal events are celebrated and at times telecasted on television, not to mention 
the extensive media coverage. It proves that such events are considered important and 
resources should be used or deployed for such events. “Royal events are plentiful and 
elaborate-installations, weddings, and birthdays. Sultans’ birthdays in particular are keenly 
watched.” 345  This can be seen from the media coverage of royal weddings in local 
magazines that show how resources have been tapped on to accommodate to the needs 
of such events. As such, this regressive value has also justified the reason as not to 
imitate and endorse the uncritical approach of understanding culture.                                                         
343 Syed Hussain Alatas, “Feudalism in Malaysian Society: A Study in Historical Continuity”, in 
Civilisations, vol. XVIII, 1968, No.4 Brussels, p. 16. 
 
344 Asrul Zamani, The Malay Ideals, p. 36. 
 
345 M. Bakri Musa, The Malay Dilemma Revisited: Race Dynamic in Modern Malaysia. (Gilroy, Calif.: 
Merantau Publishers, 1999), p. 84. 
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At this juncture, it has been proven that the value-system of Malay feudalism is 
regressive and society will deteriorate under such system. The values advocated during 
the feudal period are unable to propagate any form of progress. There is no human 
development among the masses as they were being oppressed. With the existence of the 
‘kerah’ system of labor and the idea of ‘daulat’ and ‘taat setia’, there are limited 
opportunities for progression. Ethical integrity, respect for law and human dignity that 
have to be uphold in a society in order to achieve success is not in line with the values in 
feudalism which is often seen as the apex of Malay cultural and political life.  
 
As such, the idea of transforming culture based on a feudal-nationalistic 
approach is not the answer to producing a cultured man who can develop Malay culture 
to face future challenges. Furthermore, the oppressive manner in the feudal system 
would not encourage the people to bring forth their ideas and opinions. The whole idea 
of accepting and following without question will not allow the creation of a learned man 
who can contribute to society. Culture does not exist in vacuum and so, education is just 
one of the many factors that significantly contribute to the understanding and 
development of culture. Subsequently, we will look at the feudal idea of an excellent man 




Feudal Idea of an Excellent Man 
 
In feudalism, one’s power and position depends mainly on winning the approval 
of one’s superior.  The authority resents any challenge or threat to his power and 
domination. As such, we can infer that the feudal idea of an excellent man is always 
martial, where the aspect of ‘kepahlawanan’ is held in high regard. In the feudal norms, the 
physical prowess is the apex of man’s completion to be a subservient subject. In addition, 
absolute loyalty to the Sultan also forms the feudal conception of the excellent man.  
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“The rulers of Malacca were supported by strong Malay aristocrats who 
helped raise an impregnable martial force to ward off raids from foreigners 
such as the Siamese.”346 
 
It was further raised that Tun Perak347 should be regarded as a true ‘wira’ (hero) 
for his martial prowess against the invaders. Once again, it shows that physical prowess is 
a criterion of a complete man. This certainly led to many feuds and battles as one strives 
to prove his worth. 
 
“Although not portrayed as colorfully as Hang Tuah, a leading Malay 
dignitary, Tun Perak, who served as the Bendahara (prime minister), may be 
regarded as the true wira (warrior hero) and savior of the Malay empire of 
Malacca. From the beginning, when the city-state was under the threat of 
Siamese attacks in 1446, Tun Perak managed to repulse the invaders.”348 
 
Even now, we see the same traits deemed to be the concept of the excellent man. 
Ismail Nor, a certified management consultant, specializing in quality management 
systems, strategic management and team building, corporate directorship, management in 
the areas of small business marketing and Muhd Azaham Wahab, independent 
consultant, claim that the paradigm of successful Malay is one that holds on to the idea 
of leader and follower. In other words, it emphasizes on the concept of absolute 
loyalty.349 
 
There is a dominant group of Malay elites who cherishes the feudal idea of hero-
worship by putting Hang Tuah on the pedestal as a Malay hero in a bid to create a 
symbol of the Malay race and the type of Malay that can bring about progress in society.                                                         
346 Ismail Noor and Muhammad Azaham, Takkan Melayu Hilang Di Dunia. (Selangor: Pelanduk 
Publications, 2000), p. 5. 
 
347 Bendahara Paduka Raja Tun Perak was the fifth and most famous bendahara, a Malay sultanate 
rank similar to a prime minister, of the Sultanate of Malacca. He served under four sultans from 
1456 to 1498.   
348 Ismail Noor and Muhammad Azaham, Takkan Melayu Hilang Di Dunia. p. 5. 
 
349 Ibid., p. 99. 
“Berpegang kepada prinsip kepimpinan dan pengikutan, ‘satu jemaah, satu amir’, dan bergerak 
sebagai tanzim haraki.” 
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His characteristics and attributes are taught or mentioned at the very least in schools. 
Examples of Hang Tuah’s attributes that are aligned to the values taught in schools are 
knowledge and loyalty. 
 
“At one point, Hang Tuah is regarded as the most-respected Malay warrior 
through the epic manuscript that has been recognized as a magnum opus. 
Hang Tuah is deemed as a hero not based on his knowledge and martial 
prowess alone, but also his loyalty to the rulers that is highly regarded and 
respected.”350 
 
Another example of how Hang Tuah is seen as the cultured and learned Malay 
man is through the perceived idea on his intellect, bravery, humility and etiquette. 
 
“Hang Tuah portrayed himself as an intelligent and brave ambassador while 
visiting the various countries. Aligned with the Malay characteristics he 
embodied, Hang Tuah was humble and polite in court ceremonies. Wherever 
he went, his bravery was seen as a feat. All the traits of Malacca as well as her 
material wealth and the etiquette riches, in addition to her diplomacy were 
represented by Hang Tuah.”351  
 
Both examples clearly showed the uncritical approach towards the selection of a 
cultural hero. Hang Tuah had done many questionable acts, including getting women for 
the sultan. In one instance, Hang Tuah tricked Tun Teja, daughter of Bendahara Pahang, 
to fall in love with him and persuaded her to follow him to Malacca in order to get 
married. However, Tun Teja was presented instead to Sultan Mahmud Syah, who then 
married her. For this, Tuah was conferred the title ‘Laksamana’. The Sultan was then                                                         
350 Wan Hashim Wan Teh, “Transformasi Budaya, Peribadi dan Minda Melayu”, p. 77. 
“Suatu masa dulu, Hang Tuah dianggap wira ulung bangsa Melayu melalui sebuah karya epik yang 
sudah dikategorikan sebagai Karya Agung. Hang Tuah dianggap wira bukan sekadar kerana ilmu 
dan keperwiraannya tetapi tidak kurang pentingnya ialah kerana nilai kesetiaannya yang dijunjung 
tinggi.” 
 
351 Ahmad Sarji, Hang Tuah: Tokoh Epik Nasional. (Selangor: Pelanduk Publications, 2004), p. 77. 
“Di negeri-negeri yang dikunjunginya, Hang Tuah beraksi sebagai duta yang bijaksana dan berani. 
Sesuai dengan sifat bangsa Melayu yang sebati dalam peribadinya, Hang Tuah suka merendahkan 
diri dan bersopan santun di hadapan majlis di raja. Di mana sahaja beliau singgah kegagahannya 
menjadi perkara yang menakjubkan. Kesemua sifat kota Melaka ini, serta dengan kekayaannya 
termasuk kekayaan budi pekerti orang Melayu beserta diplomasinya dilambangi oleh Hang Tuah.” 
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reported to have spent so much time with Tun Teja that he neglected his duties as the 
Sultan352.  
 
As such, putting him on the pedestal as a cultural hero of the past and present is 
certainly accepting one who possesses no pristine moral values. Shaharuddin Maaruf’s 
study on Malay elite’s conception of hero, for example, confirms the view that Hang 
Tuah upheld courtly feudal values more than pristine moral values and principles353.  
 
“In Hikayat Hang Tuah, he is portrayed as a non-intellectual who appreciates 
knowledge that is related to his job in the palace. When a hermit claims to 
have taught Hang Tuah all the knowledge he needs to be warrior, he asked if 
Hang Tuah would like to acquire other types of knowledge such as tasawuf. 
Hang Tuah declined the offer and explained that he wants to be a warrior so 
that he will be known till the end of time.”354  
 
Hence, there is a pressing need to move away from the feudal sense of an 
excellent man because it is vital to him. Men have to have an equal standing in society. 
The equality amongst men exists beyond power and position. This opposes the feudal 
norms where the Sultan is deemed as ‘jelmaan Tuhan’.355 This claim was made to glorify 
the Sultans and also to protect dominant groups’ interests, besides instilling fear in the 
hearts of the people. The existence of different social ranking, in a society is an 
impediment to progress as one would not be treated fairly or regarded as an equal 
member of society. 
                                                         
352 Kassim Ahmad, ed., Hikayat Hang Tuah. (Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1966), 
pp. 190-192, 207, 225. 
 
353 Read Shaharuddin Maaruf, Konsep Wira dalam Masyarakat Melayu (Singapore: Pustaka Nasional, 
1993).  
 
354 Shaharuddin Maaruf, Konsep Wira dalam Masyarakat Melayu, p. 25. 
“Dalam Hikayat Hang Tuah beliau digambarkan sebagai seorang tokoh yang berjenis bukan 
intelektual, yang menghargai sesuatu pengetahuan itu hanya jika ia berkaitan rapat dengan 
tugasnya di istana. Apabila seorang pertapa berasa beliau telah mengajari Hang Tuah segala 
pengetahuan yang perlu bagi seorang yang bercita-cita menjadi hulubalang, beliau bertanya 
kepada Hang Tuah sama ada beliau mengingini pula pengetahuan-pengetahuan lain, seperti 
tasawuf misalnya. Hang Tuah menolak sambil menjelaskan kepada pertapa itu, ‘hamba ini hendak 
menjadi hulubalang juga, supaya masyhur nama hambamu datang kepada akhir zaman.” 
 
355 Refers to the incarnation of God or personification of God. 
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 In order to achieve a high standard of culture, one that perpetuates progressive 
values, society needs to have a critical conception of culture with regard to the idea of 
man of excellence. He must have 1) a good sense of critical mind, 2) a strong 
commitment to improve on himself and society he lives in (condition of his community), 
3) strives for excellence, 4) respect for scientific knowledge, rationality and objectivity 
and 5) a vision to attain a better future. The potentiality of man of excellence being 
harnessed at societal level is so as to create a better society. There is also the need of a 
constant revaluation of the attainment and conception of success.  
 
Having a good sense of critical mind helps to diagnose problems and view 
problems in an objective manner as well as being rational about the situation. The 
importance of the critical mind is vital in governing a society. The use of the mind is 
important in making decisions, laws and leading life itself. The mind allows the individual 
to differentiate the right from wrong, and the good from bad that helps to bring society 
to greater heights. This is the task of the Malay intellectuals, to think rationally and 
objectively in order to bring about progress in society. 
 
“Budi itu dengan segala kebesaran dan kemuliaan yang tiada berkesudahan 
dengan peri segala kebajikan itu keadaannya dan kebesaran dan kemuliaan 
segala manusia itulah dan ditambah kemuliaan dan kebesaran segala raja-raja 
daripadanya.”356 
 
Man must possess a strong commitment to improve his self and the society he 
lives in (condition of his community). He must believe in his own potentials and 
strengths as well as the society he lives in so as to progress ahead. It is only when he is 
committed to the task of achieving continual success, can society move forward. The 
persistency of wanting a better state is necessary in order to have progress. 
 
Man must strive for excellence. He should not settle for anything less or live on 
past glory especially one that has been idealized for various groups’ interest. He must 
have the courage to speak the truth and bring about social and intellectual emancipation 
and enlightenment to the society he lives in, in order to achieve progress. He needs to                                                         
356 Khalid M. Hussain, Taj Us-Salatin, p. 67. 
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have the initiative to make appropriate changes instead of following past models in an 
uncritical way. 
 
A man of excellence must have respect for scientific knowledge, rationality and 
objectivity. Only with these traits can he bring about progress. He must have a thirst of 
scientific knowledge to keep up with the changes and challenges in the world. With this 
knowledge as well as possessing the sense of rationality and objectivity, he can progress 
in today’s world instead of depending on mythical beliefs. He needs to stay objective and 
not apologetic when addressing issues in his society. 
 
“The truth is that objectivity is an attitude of mind, a consciousness of 
problems, a scrupulousness in selecting and assessing the data, a 
commitment to truth, born out of the character and outlook of the 
scholar.”357 
 
Man of excellence must have a vision to attain a better future. He must be 
realistic and not based his vision of the future on utopian ideals. He must think 
concretely with a sense of realistic vision. Progress is both an ideal for a better future and 
commitment of the present. Thus, a cultured society is idealized with the inculcation of 
rationality as an important value.  
 
“The role of the intellectual is to say the truth to power, to address the 
central authority in every society without hypocrisy, and to choose the 
method, the style, the critique best suited for the purposes...[the] main goal 
is...to give utterance not to mere fashion and passing fads but to real ideas 
and values.”358 
 
The idea of feudal history and the conception of man of excellence show that the 
approach of feudal-nationalist is unable to assess current issues and crisis. In the realm of 
cultural and historical imagination, these two ideas impede the progress of society. The 
ability to assess critically is imperative to a progressive society and this includes                                                         
357 Syed Hussain Alatas, Modernization and Social Change. (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1972), p. 
182. 
 
358 Edward Said, Peace and Discontents. (New York: Vintage, 1996), p. 184-185. 
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developing its culture positively. Malay elites must also be aware of the historical 
conditioning of ideas and phenomenon. Here, we see the importance to disregard any 
historical baggage that impedes success. History must not be read in a romanticist 
manner as it will then influence the way we lead our lives and our worldview today just 
by clinging on to the past and not moving ahead with times by adopting the feudal-
nationalist approach in understanding culture, we will not be able to produce the cultured 
man as envisioned by the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
 
The Islamic Inclination 
 
Islam is an integral part in the Malay society. The value and ethical system of 
Islam as a world-view and as a way of life has conditioned the perspectives of the Malays 
past and present. To some, it is the glory of classical Islam that is regarded as the 
fountainhead of Muslim progress. In case of the Malays, Islam is a force for progressive 
element. This paper will address four main ideas on how the understanding of Islam has 
contributed to the understanding of culture. These four main ideas are, 1) romanticizing 
of the Islamic past, 2) Islam as the solution to all problems faced by the society, 3) 
Islamization of sciences and 4) engaging in anti-West rhetoric. 
 
 
Romanticizing of the Islamic Past 
 
The belief in the idea that the Middle East is the centre for universal Islamic 
culture is still prevalent in today’s society. The Middle East is often viewed as the role 
model when it comes to Islam. As such, the link between local culture and that of the 
Middle East is being stressed upon. For instance, in order to promote the link, ‘jawi’ has 
been revived. It is merely to show the shared Islamic tradition. 
 
“Enculturation towards Islam must be complemented with efforts to reignite 
the jawi script that has been a medium of Islamic articulation and the link 
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Islam as the Solution 
 
 Islam as the solution to all problems faced by society is one of the dominant 
form of understandings by Malay elites. It is often heard that the way to eradicate social 
problems is by going back to Islam. It is also problematic to observe that some Malay 
elites are diagnosing the cause of a problem to be the lack of faith. This shows the lack of 
understanding and interest in the religion and social problems. Islam has been identified 
as the solution to solve problems faced by a multi-religious society as mentioned below: 
 
“In the past, Islam enjoyed its glorious era when it is received by the Malays 
in the Nusantara. At present, it is experiencing its second ‘golden age’ when 
the Malay popularized it as a guiding principle for both Muslims and non-
Muslims. In relation to this, the government, ABIM and PAS have 
popularized the Islamic formula as the solution to problems in a plural 
society.”360 
 
Culture plays a pivotal role in charting the development of a society, where 
progressive values that the people believe in helped to spur the community forward 
while regressive values would only result in the backwardness of the community. As 
such, it is appalling to note that the understanding of culture in one’s life alluded by some 
                                                        
359 Mohamad Abu Bakar, “Pengislaman, Pembudayaan dan Pertembungan Budaya di Malaysia”, 
in Wan Abdul Kadir Yusoff, Zainal Abidin Borhan, eds., Ideologi dan Kebudayaan Kebangsaan. 
(Kuala Lumpur: Jabatan Pengajian Melayu, Universiti Malaya, 1985), p. 104. 
“Pembudayaan ke arah Islam juga patut disertakan dengan usaha menghidupkan kembali tulisan 
jawi yang sudah sekian lama menjadi media pengucapan mesej Islam dan penyambung di antara 
budaya tempatan dengan budaya universal Islam yang berpusat di Timur Tengah.” 
 
360 Ibid., p. 83. 
“Kalau dahulunya Islam mengalami zaman kegemilangannya apabila diterima oleh rumpun 
bangsa Melayu di Nusantara, maka kini ia sedang menempuh zaman kegemilangannya yang kedua 
apabila ia dipopularkan oleh bangsa Melayu untuk pedoman bersama orang Islam dan bukan 
Islam. Berkaitan dengan ini, pihak kerajaan, ABIM dan PAS telahpun mempopularkan formula 
Islam sebagai penyelesaian kepada masalah masyakarat majmuk.” 
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elites include the idea of development that is interrelated to the level of faith and 
religiosity of the individual as mentioned below: 
 
“According to the Islamic development concept, the economic progress and 
material prosperity depends directly on the strength and holistic approach 
towards the creed and doctrine of oneness as well as the manifestation of 
faith in appreciating the mannerisms and way of life in Islam.” 361 
 
Worse, faith and religiosity are considered the criteria in achieving progress. 
Therefore, failures are deemed as punishment for going against God’s laws. This lack of 
critical approach in understanding problems in society is damaging as the cause is 
attributed to the lack of faith. As such, to prevent such mishaps from happening, one 
must follow strictly the teachings of Islam. 
 
“The failure of the Malays in forming a brotherhood in faith and fellow 
humans has hindered the progress of the Malays and Muslims. The failure to 
form an association and solidarity under the principle of Ukhuwaah 
Islamiyah (Brotherhood in Islam) by the Malays, would certainly incur the 
wrath of Allah s.w.t.”362 
 
The importance of rationality as a value to be upheld in society is greatly 
undermined by this simplistic understanding of religion, which is crucial in our 
understanding of culture, especially when Islam and the Malay community is almost 
synonymous in this region. If Islam were viewed in a myopic and backward manner, it 
would affect the conceptualization of culture, as the faith would dictate the world-view                                                         
361 Abdullah Muhd Zin, Che Yusoff Che Mamat and Ideris Endot, Prinsip dan Kaedah Dakwah 
dalam Arus Pembangunan Malaysia (Selangor: Penerbit Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, 1998), p. 
186. 
“Menurut konsep pembangunan Islam, pembangunan ekonomi dan kemakmuran material adalah 
bergantung langsung pada kekuatan dan kebulatan akidah tauhid dan manifestasi iman dalam 
penghayatan kaedah dan cara hidup Islam.” 
 
362  Indrawan Hj Mohd Yatim, Kebangkitan Islam pada Abad Ke-21: Renaissance Melayu (Kuala 
Lumpur: Inter Perfection, 2001), p. 159. 
“Kegagalan umat Melayu mewujudkan persaudaraan sesama agama dan sesama manusia telah 
menghambat kemajuan orang Melayu dan juga orang Islam. Kegagalan untuk membentuk 
persatuan dan kebersamaan di bawah prinsip Ukhuwwah Islamiyah (Persaudaraan Dalam Islam) 
oleh umat Melayu, sudah tentu akan menimbulkan ketidaksenangan Allah s.w.t.” 
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of the people. The idea held by this group of Malay elites with regard to turning to Islam 
in an attempt to solve the problems faced in the society is rather simplistic. They believe 
that problems occur because people are becoming less Islamic.  
 
As such, this strand of thought propagates the idea that by being more Islamic 
which is often by turning more ritualistic; by praying more often, strict adherence to the 
Quran and Hadiths and implementing the Syariah laws are ways to overcome the vices in 
society. However, this would only result to wrong or superficial diagnosis of the problem 
and over time, it leads to a formation of a culture that is detrimental to society. One is 
not tasked to problematize issues and seek real solutions but to simply attribute reason 
and consequences to religion. This is a hindrance to progressive culture.  
 
The role of religion in transforming the society towards a better state is through 
staying relevant and providing rationale insights vital for the development of the society, 
as a learned and cultured being. It is absolutely necessary for the Malay elites to be critical 
of their understanding of Islam in order to lead society to progress. The elites have a 
duty to propagate the idea that one’s understanding of Islam should encompass both the 
present state and the after-world, at the very least.  
 
“A religious discourse devoid of its social dimension and imperceptive 
towards social problems that the society is facing, has actually abandoned its 
ethical and intellectual responsibilities, while its ‘spirituality’ or ‘religiosity’ 
have been reduced to merely habitual of rituals, which in turn sapped the 
very vitality that religion is suppose to offer. As long as the religious 
discourse shun from speaking of other human existential concerns, then 
such religion has abdicated its role in giving meaning to man.”363 
 
It is true that Islam has the progressive element; however problems faced by 
society need to be properly diagnosed and its causes are derived from other factors and 
not solely on lack of faith and religiosity. The present problems and needs have to be 
delineated so that one can improve on the situation. If the cause of living is simply to 
attain a better position in the after-world, it will not do justice to the present society.                                                         
363 Azhar Ibrahim Alwee, The Making of Progressive Religion, p. 7. 
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Society would not understand the need for values and morality which are essential in 
guiding them in their daily life, which in turn will cause more problems and impedes 
success. Not being able to do so will result in a fault in our understanding of culture and 
this will impact the vision of Arif Budiman.  
 
 
Islamization of Sciences 
 
There are also dominant groups of Malay intellectuals who believe that society 
can achieve progress in all spheres, political, economy and social just like in the past, by 
following the teachings of Islam strictly and increasing their faith by Islamizing the 
sciences. The need for Islamization is propagated by dominant groups of Malay 
intellectuals as their idea of progress. This idea of Islamization is further illustrated by the 
setting up of Islamic Council 364  in order to organize programs for the Islamic 
development of the nation and thus, aimed to achieve progress.365 
 
Once again, taking the past as an example of a successful Islamic form of 
governance, the elites are confident of implementing the Shariah law in the present multi-
religious society. This is to replace the current secular law in society. 
 
“The Shariah protagonists argued that if the Muslims can convince the non-
Muslims that Shariah is a good law and justice is done to all, there would be 
no reason why it should not be accepted by them. PAS has always promoted                                                         
364 Although the example is taken from the Malaysian context, Singapore has its own Islamic 
Religious Council known as MUIS. It is also important to note that while Islam is not used as a 
political tool in Singapore, the religious teachers in Malaysia heavily influence the approach of 
understanding Islam and the teachings of Islam. It is uncommon for local organizations and 
institutions to invite speakers from Malaysia to mosques and public forums and seminars, even 
though their doctrines are questionable and debatable. Furthermore, Singapore students enroll 
themselves to The International Islamic University (IIUM) in Malaysia every year. In addition, 
hundreds of students chose to study in various religious schools in the different Malaysia states. 
Hence, the understanding of Islam by her neighbor influences the world-view of the Singapore 
Muslim community, though the extent of it needs to be studied further.  
 
365 Abdullah Muhd Zin, Che Yusoff Che Mamat and Ideris Endot, Prinsip dan Kaedah Dakwah 
dalam Arus Pembangunan Malaysia. (Selangor: Penerbit Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, 1998), p. 
188. 
“Di peringkat kementerian dan jabatan kerajaan hendaklah ditubuhkan Jawatankuasa Pelaksanaan 
Pembangunan Islam, bagi melaksanakan program-program Islamisasi pembangunan negara.” 
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the idea of Islamic justice and equality to all. The peace and safety of life for 
the Christians in Egypt, the Jews in Arab lands and the Europeans in 
Andalusia under the early Islamic administrations have been seen as 
examples of the successful universal application of Islam (M. Abu Bakar 
1984: 156-159).”366 
 
Islamization of the sciences can be observed through the setting up of Islamic 
banking institutions. The idea of Islamic banking is supposed to provide an alternative to 
Western banking system that is deemed as ‘unIslamic’ with its interest system. 
 
“In order to encourage the Malays to be involved in commercial matters 
without involving themselves with interest, the government has introduced 
Islamic commercial legislation and institutions. The first was the 
introduction of the Islamic Banking Act, (IBA) in 1983 to enable the 
establishment of BIMB. In launching the Bank, Dr Mahathir described it, in 
an idiom favored by revivalist, as “an alternative to the Western banking 
system”.”367 
 
There is a need to address this limitation especially when speaking on the vision of 
Arif Budiman as the learned man it aims to endeavor should be open to all kinds of 




Engaging in Anti-West Rhetoric 
 
Although some claim that Western achievements are a product of Islam, the idea 
of Islamizing the sciences still prevails. This is done even if the knowledge is considered 
rational and objective which is in line with Islam. The idea of ‘cleansing’ the knowledge is 
considered necessary to make it ‘Islamic’ and thus, suitable for society’s consumption.                                                         
366 Norhashimah Mohd Yasin, Islamisation/Malaynisation - A Study on the Role of Islamic Law in the 
Economic Development of Malaysia 1965-1993. (Kuala Lumpur: A.S. Noordeen, 1996), p. 225. 
 
367 Norhashimah Mohd Yasin, Islamisation/Malaynisation - A Study on the Role of Islamic Law in the 
Economic Development of Malaysia 1965-1993, p. 204. 
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Here, we observed how rhetoric articulated in the public sphere dichotomizes what is 
considered as Western and what is regarded as Islamic. 368 Acknowledging such baseless 
argument would also affect the understanding of culture in the Malay society. For 
instance, knowledge is split into two domains and the universality of knowledge is 
disregarded, thus down-playing the importance of certain subjects in school. The learning 
culture and quest for knowledge would be narrowed, should one adopt this uncritical 
approach of understanding culture, and thus, this is a stumbling block in the creation of a 
cultured and learned man as envisioned by Arif Budiman. 
 
It is even more problematic for the society when some Malay elites believe that 
there is a need to dichotomize between what is regarded as the Western and Muslim 
sources of knowledge. Western sources are considered as lacking in morality and non-
religious as it is not derived from the Quran. 
 
 “[I]slamizers refuse to acknowledge the significance of Western sources. 
The fact that the Islamizers posit a dichotomy between Western and Muslim 
man as basically different in behavior and drives seriously alarms him. The 
Islamizers seem to perpetuate a moralistic jargon derived from the Quran 
and the sunna parallel with their insisting on the divorce from the West.”369 
 
Some dominant groups of Malay elites believe that the teachings of Islam must 
be strictly followed in order to achieve progress. Adopting the Western way of thinking 
and the concept of secularism would not be able to save the nation from destruction.370 
                                                         
368 Cited in Mahathir Mohamad, Cita-cita dan Pencapaian, p. 378. 
“Tetapi perbezaan yang lebih mendasar ialah meskipun ilmu-ilmu rasional tersebut turut 
dibariskan sebagai ilmu-ilmu Islam, namun pengiktirafannya itu harus didahului oleh proses 
“pembersihan”, atau sering disebut sebagai proses pengislaman ilmu (Islamization of 
knowledge).” 
 
369 Mona Abaza, Debates on Islam and Knowledge in Malaysia and Egypt: Shifting Worlds. (Richmond: 
Curzon, 2002), p. 193. 
 
370 Hashim Hj Musa, Pemerkasaan Tamadun Melayu Malaysia: Menghadapi Globalisasi Barat. (Kuala 
Lumpur: Penerbit Universiti Malaya: Pusat Dialog Peradaban, Universiti Malaya, 2004), p. 268. 
“Pemimpin politik Melayu perlu mengamalkan ajaran Islam yang sebenar jika mahu melihat 
negara ini selamat daripada ancaman musuh. Pemikiran politik yang berasaskan kaedah Barat dan 




However, there are some scholarships that view and regard Islam as an ideology 
that allows its followers to progress. This is a positive perspective and it drives society 
towards betterment. In other words, Islam gives hope for a society that is industrious, 
disciplined and humanitarian. 371 
 
Society would not achieve success solely by adopting a form of governance 
observed in another part of the world without being critical of the differences. The idea 
of an Islamic state conceptualized by some Malay elites is based on the simple notion of 
Islam for all and that Islam is the solution for the problems faced in a multi-ethnic and 
multi-religious society. The problems are push aside without looking at the various 
factors such as historical, social, ideology and colonialism that has impacted the society in 
many ways. It makes more sense to approach the issue using a current situation that is 
faced by Malays rather than to look at how things happened in the past. In fact, the 
problems faced by society such as poverty have an ideological reasoning that can be 
deliberated on. Problems must be presented, discussed and deliberated. There is no one 
standard solution to problems. 
 
“The inability or the unwillingness to raise concrete issues and to highlight 
crucial challenges facing the people, because of unthinking devotion to an 
Islamic State as the ready-made solution for all human problems, has 
undeniably retarded the development of social consciousness within the 
Malay community.”372 
 
It is important to realize that the process of re-thinking is not an act of being less 
submissive or having religious piety. The process of re-thinking and being critical is 
propagated in Islam. One should not merely accept and close the doors of ‘ijtihad’373 as 
change is the only constant where validity of certain precepts or doctrines is concerned. 
                                                        
371 Mohamad Abu Bakar, Pengislaman, Pembudayaan dan Pertembungan Budaya di Malaysia, p. 107. 
“Islam sebagai satu fahaman akan membuat pendukung-pendukungnya berusaha secara engage 
ke arah pencapaian ideal Islam, dan ini semestinya bermakna masyarakat yang lahir nanti adalah 
satu masyarakat yang industrious, berdisiplin, humanitarian, altruistic dan seimbang.” 
 
372 Chandra Muzaffar, Consequences of Islamic Resurgence in Malaysia, p. 125. 
 
373 Ijtihad is an Islamic legal term that means “independent reasoning” or “the utmost effort an 
individual can put forth in an activity. 
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The problem lies in the attitude of a dominant group of Malay elites who prefers 
to keep the status quo and remained complacent as it is to their own interests. This will 
only perpetuate a critical approach towards understanding culture and perpetuate 
backward thinking that blindfolds society from the actual reality. What is important is to 
be critical and acknowledge progressive ideas and values from the West and adapts them 
according to the context of our time while understanding the limitations that may arise. 
Here, Shaharudin Maaruf mentions: 
 
“[C]reative assimilation and adaptation of valuable aspects of Western 
history and civilization into the recipient culture. Those entirely hostile to the 
West are not capable of assimilating modern scientific knowledge and 
modern social techniques from the West as they have determined that they 
have nothing to learn from the West. Neither can the imitative Westerners 
live up to the task as they are not capable of selecting and sorting out the 
valuable and the useful universal aspects of Western civilization form those 
elements, which are peculiar to Western culture and are not essential to 
modernization as such. The success of the task, then, depends on the 
emergence of a type of elite conversant with both Malay and Western 






Besides the feudal-nationalist approach and the Islamic inclination that have 
contributed to the lack of critical understanding of culture, another dominant orientation 
that has been perpetuated is the Eurocentric-Orientalist paradigm. There is a tendency to 
rely on Euro-America and Australia scholarships when deliberating on the Malay society, 
even in local universities. Orientalist’ scholars are seen as intellectual figures and their 
works carry much weight. One of the issues raised by these scholars touch on the traits 
of the Malays. Often observed, these scholars assumed negative traits to be that of                                                         
374  Shaharudin Maaruf, Some Theoretical Problems Concerning Tradition and Modernization among the 
Malays of Southeast Asia, Academic Paper No 34, Academic Session 2002/2003, National 
University of Singapore. pp. 17-18 . This paper was originally published in Yong Mun Cheong 
(ed), Asian Traditions and Modernization. (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1992).  
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Malays. In this section we will discuss, (i) imitative scholarship and (ii) reproduction of 
biases and prejudices that forms an uncritical approach towards the understanding of 





According to Syed Hussein Alatas, “foreign scholars tend to raise different 
problems than indigenous scholars.” 375  This is especially true under the type of 
scholarship that adopted the legacy of Orientalism where each culture is studied as a sub-
unit under the rubric of ‘area studies’ or what Edward Said would term as “imaginative 
geography”.376 In such approach, “Any topic connected with the regional and cultural 
unit under study is regarded as the legitimate object of learning without any conception 
of a systematic pattern unifying the different data into a consistent and faithful 
representation of the society concerned.”377 Thus, there is often a disjuncture between 
the theoretical constructions of such an approach with the reality being studied upon.  
 
In one recent trend of scholarship in the study of Malay cultural history, one can 
find the raising of a peculiar question: “What is a Malay?” The question itself reflects the 
continued Orientalist legacy of approaching a cultural unit as something exotic and 
distant to be dissected for the purpose of “research”. In one such project, it seems 
strange that the product of such research undermines the very existence of the group 
under scrutiny by obliterating their self-identity that has existed for centuries. Raising the 
question “What is a Malay?”, Timothy P. Barnard and Hendrik M. J. Maier, for example, 
contend that the term “Malay” have “proved elusive, and it seems unlikely that the word 
will acquire any greater precision in the future.”378 In fact, they were certain that this 
‘problematic’ term would not be resolved. They added:  
                                                         
375 Syed Hussein Alatas, Modernization and Social Change, p. 191. 
 
376 Edward W. Said, Orientalism. (New York: Vintage Books, 1979). 
 
377 Ibid., p.176. 
 
378 Timothy P. Barnard and Hendrik M. J. Maier, “Melayu, Malay, Maleis: Journeys through the 
Identity of a Collection”, in Timothy P. Barnard, ed., Contesting Malayness. (Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 2004), p. ix.  
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“The precise meanings of ‘Melayu’, ‘Malay’, and ‘Maleis’, in short, have never 
been established, and never will be. That very fact makes thinking, writing, 
and talking about the Malay world a daring endeavor, and the results will 
continue to be contested.”379 
 
Commenting on the project of deconstructing the Malay identity, Barnard and 
Maier further remarked:  
 
“They [contributors to the project] emphasize the fact that it is still not 
possible to define, or even to describe, ‘Melayu’, ‘Malay’ and ‘Maleis’ in 
satisfactory ways, that is, in terms that are not driven with gaps and 
contradictions. Somehow, the three words remain elusive, open to multiple 
interpretations, no matter how hard scholars might try to confine them 
within distinct boundaries, or around unequivocal cores, to produce concrete 
and conclusive meanings. The process makes it clear that the way certain 
groups have co-opted ‘Malayness’ as an identity or nationality in order to 
justify their actions is something that should be subverted and questioned. 
The nature or essence of ‘Malayness’ remains problematic – one of the most 
challenging and confusing terms in the world of Southeast Asia.” 380 
 
The very premise and posing of question exemplified in the Malay identity project 
is analogous to what Syed Farid Alatas described as the ‘typology of irrelevance’. The 
characteristics of an irrelevant discourse centering on the Malays and displaying all the 
traits of Eurocentricism in the raising of issues are the following: (1) lack of originality, 
(2) discord between assumptions and reality, (3) inapplicability, (4) alienation, (5) 
redundance, (6) mystification, and (7) mediocrity.”381 Nevertheless, its continuity within 
the Malay academia itself is, perhaps, a sign of the continued imitative style of 
                                                        
379 Timothy P. Barnard and Hendrik M. J. Maier, “Melayu, Malay, Maleis: Journeys through the 
Identity of a Collection”, in Timothy P. Barnard, ed., Contesting Malayness. (Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 2004), p. x.  
 
380 Ibid. p. xiii. 
 
381 Syed Farid Alatas, Alternative Discourses in Asian Social Science. (New Delhi: Sage Publications, 
2006), pp. 133-135.  
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scholarship that was severely criticized by Alatas. He describes this imitativeness as a sign 
of a ‘captive mind’.382  
 
Taking into account the historical perspective, the fixation of negative traits 
started during the colonial period, where the degradation of the native population is 
considered a historical necessity. The natives had to be degraded and made to feel 
inferior so that the colonial masters can exercise their authority and superiority on 
them.383  
 
Unfortunately, the imitative attitude of Malay elites tends to echo the works of 
the Western scholars without reflecting and debunking such ‘myths’. Due to the 
importance of culture in society, we must prevent or distance away from essentializing 
culture, or prototyping it with fixed traits. By putting a fixed trait to culture, the idea of 
culture is immobilized, as definitive traits have been determined. Orientalist and neo-
Orientalist scholars will always give a negative trait to identify Malays and thus, to adopt 
such definitions from them is not going to lead society to progress, as society will begin 
to depreciate their own culture. This is a regressive element that would be detrimental to 
the development of the community. To self-humiliate and negates one’s identity and 
tradition will only allow society to be easily subjected to negative influences as they start 
to look for alternatives. 
 
 
Reproduction of Biases and Prejudices 
 
Studying postcolonial works proved that some Malay elites are very much 
influenced by Orientalist scholars. The book Revolusi Mental assumes that the Malay                                                         
382 Syed Hussein Alatas, “The Captive Mind and Creative Development”, in International Social 
Science Journal, XXVI 4, 1974.  
 
383 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth. (New York: Grove Press, 2004), p. 6  
“Colonized society is not merely portrayed as a society without values. The colonist is not content 
with stating that the colonized world has lost its values or worse never possessed any. The 
“native” is declared impervious to ethics, representing not only the absence of values but also the 
negation of values. He is, dare we say it, the enemy of values. In other words, absolute evil. A 
corrosive element, destroying everything within his reach, a corrupting element, distorting 
everything which involves aesthetics or morals, an agent of malevolent powers, an unconscious 
and incurable instrument of blind forces.” 
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character is predominantly negative and is the target of transformation. The Revolusi 
Mental went beyond indolence, assuming many other negative traits that hinder Malays 
from progress. Without analyzing social and historical factors, the writers claimed that 
the individual is to be solely blamed for his lack of success as it is all in the mind. 
 
“The mind is the most powerful faculty God Almighty has bestowed upon 
mankind. Time and again, it has been proved that when the mind is properly 
acknowledged, nurtured and utilized, tremendous headway can be made for 
the benefit of its users. The motivation to move mountains, so to speak, 
begins with an attitude of mind.”384 
 
The self-reproach and self-degradation reflect their own position in the economic 
set up inherited from colonial capitalism. They feel inferior because the criteria of 
measurement are derived from colonial capitalism. This clearly shows the captive mind 
of the dominant groups. The issue of captive mind can be see through the comparison 
made which is often based on western’s way of bench marking. 
 
“Tun Perak...may be regarded as the true wira. His brave defense could 
parallel modern history’s Winston Churchill’s defense of England in the face 
of Hitler’s forays during World War II.”385 
 
In the book The Malay Ideals, written by Asrul Zamani, a medical practitioner by 
profession, he echoed the same negative traits that are possessed by Malays. 
 
“Some Malays would still cling on to the old-fashioned way of living handed 
down from one generation to another i.e. the art of living with little effort 
and work.”386 
 
The issue of gracefulness of Malays has been considered as a point that 
perpetuates the notion of the lazy native. For instance, woman must walk slowly to                                                         
384 Senu Abdul Rahman, Revolusi Mental, p. 37. 
 
385 Ibid., p. 6. 
 
386 Asrul Zamani, The Malay Ideals, p. 147. 
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portray a refined upbringing. A child would be told to slow down in doing his work so 
that they are not inclined to make mistakes. “Therefore, the Malays had been brought up 
to do everything slowly and this has perpetuated the notion of the lazy native.”387  
 
Comparing the Malays to the Chinese, the Malays have been “trained from the 
outset with inefficiency through the elements of their culture. It is not hereditary trait but 
of tradition and custom that ushered in the ways the Malays behave.”388 As such, the 
traditions and culture of the Malays are seen as regressive. 
 
He also claims, “It is not surprising that the Malays have resorted to the use of 
indirect criticism rather than direct criticism of their fellow men. This is because the 
Malays are rather sensitive and emotional creatures. They are usually reticent when their 
feelings are hurt. When they cannot hold these emotions much longer, they burst into a 
fit of anger. Many amongst the Malays have a disposition to think in an emotional way 
rather than in a rational manner.” 389  
 
 To make matters worse, some Malay elites have also created new negative traits 
to degrade the Malays further such as ‘mengamuk’ and suggesting that the Malays are also 
prone to ‘merajuk’.  
 
“Perhaps the only real blemish to the Malay personality is his proneness to 
become merajuk (smarting) when being upbraided and mengamuk (going 
amuck) when highly distressed about something. For the less disciplined, this 
obtuse inclination seems to have pervaded one’s life from childhood into 
adulthood.”390 
                                                         
387 Asrul Zamani, The Malay Ideals, p. 180. 
 
388 Ibid., p. 180. 
 
389 Ibid., p. 189. 
Many new traits imposed on the Malays can also be found in Ismail Noor & Muhd Azaham 
Wahab, The Malays: Par Excellence Warts and All: An Instropection. (Selangor Darul Ehsan: Pelanduk 
Publications, 2000). 
“Malays only “put on their thinking caps to overcome great odds” when they are pressured.” (p. 
13.) 
 
390 Ibid., p. 35. 
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 They have also reduced the abilities and capabilities of the Malays to compering, 
singing and backbiting. It only goes to show that these ‘elites’ sees no potential in their 
society and do not have a vision to achieve progress. 
 
“Speech-making, compering, acting, singing, composing, dancing, 
garrulousness, back-biting, are some of the more apparent forte of the 
generic Malays.”391 
 
 When such degradation comes from the elites, it is like a form of affirmation that 
the Malay identity is considered lowly and problematic. Ironically, with a turn of surprise, 
even scholar within Malay Studies harbors negative thoughts towards the Malays. As 
mentioned below: 
 
“In actual fact, the Malays do not lack knowledge. Just visit any coffee shop; 
we will be able to observe many politicians, scientists, psychiatrists and 
experts in fields that have yet to be discovered. Is one who speaks fluently 
but idle and lazy similar to one who thinks consistently and endeavors to 
develop his self? Who would be at losing end?”392 
 
 He has indirectly claims that the Malays are lazy and ‘empty vessels’ who do not 
have much intelligence in any given sphere of life except for the usual ‘coffee shop talks’.  
He further claims that the Malays should have a mind of their own instead of following 
the culture of others. Instead of believing in the potential of the Malay society and 
leading them towards achieving progress, he, being an intelligentsia is more inclined to 
offer humiliation and confirming the negative stereotypes created by Orientalist writers. 
 
                                                        
391 Ismail Noor & Muhd Azaham Wahab, The Malays: Par Excellence Warts and All: An Instropection., 
p. 78. 
 
392 Berita Harian, 26 September 2005. “Benarkah Melayu Bengap?” 
“Hakikatnya, orang Melayu tidak kurang ilmu. Pergilah sahaja ke kedai kopi, maka nampaklah 
kita ‘ahli politik’, ‘ahli sains’, ‘ahli sakit jiwa’, dan ‘ahli’ dalam banyak lagi bidang yang mungkin 
belum pun diketahui. Apakah sama seorang yang hanya petah berhujah tetapi bermalas-malasan 
dengan seseorang yang sentiasa berfikir dan berusaha untuk memakmurkan diri sendiri? Yang 
mana satukah yang akan rugi di penghujung jalan?” 
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It is important for the Malay society to have self-worth and pride over their 
community as well as their ethnicity and not allow them to fall into a state of self-
condemnation or vilification. If the society were always feeling unsure of its potential 
doubts over its abilities and not respecting its very existence and culture, the society 
would not be able to progress.  
 
One way to avoid such an attitude is to address the stereotypes of the community. 
The stereotypes imposed on the Malays must be corrected and removed from the minds 
of the people especially among the Malay intellectuals. It serves the interest of the 
dominant class to push the blame of failures in the society to the people instead of 
assuming responsibility.  
 
Subscribing to and affirming the negative stereotypes serve as a form of 
justification to avoid responsibility for their (intellectuals) failure to bring changes and 
solve problems in society. The Malay elites have a duty to prevent such distortion of 
facts from impeding progress of the society. The Malay elites must have the moral 
courage and knowledge to debunk the ‘myths’ created about the Malay society. 
 
 
The Importance of Critical Scholarship 
 
Several scholars such as Syed Hussein Alatas, Chandra Muzaffar, Shaharuddin 
Maaruf and Sharifah Maznah have criticized the idea of feudalistic attachment in 
society. 393  However, the problem of the uncritical ideas of progress prevails as the 
dominant groups of Malay elites continue to prescribe to this feudalistic attachment. 
Shaharuddin Maaruf talks about Malay elites who turn to spending on big buildings and 
anything that is considered prestigious to bring about greater self-esteem and confidence 
of the people towards the leaders in an attempt to hide their inadequacies as leaders.                                                         
393 In challenging the feudalistic attachment, the works of Shaharuddin Maaruf, Konsep Wira dalam 
Masyarakat Melayu393 and Malay Ideas on Development393, serve as examples. It is the presence of 
these works that give hope to the possibility of a revisionist perspective that can counter the 
essentialist mentality as well as irrelevant, asociological, anachronistic, stereotypical and 
prejudicial reading of Malay cultural history. This will help to develop a critical understanding of 
culture that will then be translated into various materials that can be included in Malay language 




Syed Hussein Alatas aptly described psychological feudalism in Malaysian society 
as such: “In the context of psychological feudalism, the relationship between those in 
power and those dependent on them is characterized by personal attachment to the 
leader or man in authority rather than to the principles he stands for. The leader or the 
man in authority whether he is a bureaucrat, a political celebrity, a teacher or a business 
manager, expects the subordinate to be loyal and faithful in a manner that sometimes 
comes into conflict with the norms and ethics of the work or profession. He is supposed 
to be loyal under almost all circumstances even if these circumstances violate the present 
values and philosophy of Malaysian society.” 394 
 
The Islamic inclination bear much influence in the Malay community. As such, a 
progressive understanding of the faith will help to develop a more critical approach of 
understanding culture. This is vital as the beliefs of a society are part of its culture too 
and a progressive system of beliefs will nurture a desirable culture. This will certainly 
have a positive impact on the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
In challenging the Eurocentric-Orientalist paradigm, Syed Hussein Alatas’ The Myth 
of the Lazy Native 395  and Syed Muhammad Naquib Al-Attas’ Islam dalam Sejarah dan 
Kebudayaan Melayu396 are worth noting. Here, we observe the importance of being critical 
of scholarships that color our understanding of culture. As mentioned by Johan 
Huizinga; “Critical scholarship’s the only form of understanding the past which is 
appropriate to our culture, the only form that is natural to it and its mature product...In 
our culture, then, the quality of historical knowledge can be considered highest when 
scholarship succeeds in supplying a critically refined product of so clear a value for life 
                                                        
394 Syed Hussein Alatas, Modernization and Social Change. p. 101.  
 
395 Ibid., The Myth of the Lazy Native.  
This work is a critique of the idea of the indolence among the Malays, Filipinos and Javanese as 
constructed by the colonialists. Alatas’ critique can considered as a systematic attempt to 
challenge the denigration of indigenous society and history by Orientalist scholarship.  
 
396 Syed Muhammad Naquib Al-Attas, Islam dalam Sejarah dan Kebudayaan Melayu, op. cited Al-
Attas’ writing attempts to challenge the argument that Islam was insignificant in the historical 
transformation of the Malays. Instead, Al-Attas convincingly showed how Islam was pivotal and 
central to the development of Malay thought and society upon its inception.  
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that the general cultured public accepts it, desires it, and absorbs it.” 397 Only with critical 
scholarships can we develop a culture that is progressive. 
 
From the analysis of the three dominant orientations towards culture that 
permeate within the Malay society, we see the danger of anti-intellectualism breeding in 
the community as a result of a lack of critical thought. Anti-intellectualism will certainly 
affect the education of our young and if this trait is internalized by the younger 
generation, it would mean that the momentum of anti-intellectualism avalanching into a 
more damaging stance in the near future is highly possible. In view of the vision of Arif 
Budiman, these three orientations would certainly undermine the prospect of developing 
an enlightened idea of culture since anti-intellectualism will circumscribe the very 
reflection and creation of a living culture, which is essential to ensure the continuity of 
the culture itself in serving man and his life. Worse, anti-intellectualism corrupts our 
moral visions because it settles for practical utility and simplicity, and this means a 
leveling down of issues and complexities in life into a reductionist and simplistic 
understanding. Producing a learned man will be far from reach as anti-intellectualism 
stunts our intellectual imagination because instead of promoting progress, rationality and 
quest for knowledge, it abhors any kind of commitment to exploration and testing. As 
such, anti-intellectualism promotes a backward and regressive culture in society. 
 
Azhar Ibrahim Alwee remarked: 
 
“It takes the will of morality to engage critically on the persistence of anti-
intellectualism – of its transmutations in various forms in the current times 
and possibly in the future. At the same time, we should avoid at all costs, the 
naivety that this phenomenon is another kind of so-called ‘intellectual’ trend 
of our time. Our determination to respond to this, will also mean our 
realization that its damaging effects on man and society, will plague a 
decrepitude culture of our own making, awaiting us in the soonest time than 
we expected. Such anti-intellectualism is a warrant for the demise of human 
culture.”  
                                                         





In our discussion on the two main factors that have significantly impacted the 
realization of Malay language education vision, Arif Budiman, we have identified three 
issues to delineate these factors in this study. Firstly, we have discussed the narrow 
definition of culture as portrayed through the advocacy of sebutan baku and the 
representation of culture in school textbooks, and secondly, the lack of critical approach 
towards the understanding of culture by looking at three dominant orientations that have 
permeated within the Malay society. We have highlighted how these three issues affect 
the achievement of the vision, and that is to produce learned men who can contribute to 
society. 
 
In Chapter One, we started the discussion with an introduction on Singapore’s 
education landscape. The importance of understanding the political, social and economic 
aspects that contributes to the crafting of language policies has been comprehensively 
discussed in this chapter. By using the bilingual education policy as the starting point, this 
study has shown how language policy has perpetuated a certain type of understanding 
towards language and culture.  
 
With the discussion on bilingual education policy, we are able to understand the 
reasons behind its implementation. This includes the need to push for the usage of 
English in order for Singapore to remain competitive in the global market and to provide 
the same treatment to the other three official languages in Singapore. 
 
Here, the MTL is presented and made compulsory in schools. Hence, the top-
down approach has deeply entrenched the concept of language and culture through MTL 
education. With the implementation of the bilingual education policy and type of MTL 
education incorporated in schools, we are able to anticipate the type of changes in Malay 
language education. Malay language education has to align itself with the bilingual 
education policy despite its status as the national language and adopts the role as 
delineated by the MTL policy.  
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We have also presented the thrust of MTL policy and highlighted the role played 
by MTL as cultural bastion and transmitter of heritage and values. As such, we have seen 
how language is designed beyond its role as a communication tool. In fact, it plays a 
significant role in nation building. We have also developed an understanding of language 
and culture. 
 
This implies that the bilingual education policy has placed much emphasis on 
retaining our ethnic identity, as it is a concern of the government to ensure our heritage 
is not lost with the greater emphasis on English. 
 
Moving forth, we have discussed how Malay language, despite being the national 
language, now shares the same position as the other MTL. More importantly in this study, 
we see that in 2005, Malay language education adopted the vision of Arif Budiman, with 
the aim of producing learned men who can contribute to society, with the belief that 
Malay language education can equip the younger generation to have their own culture 
who are well versed in Malay culture and language.  
 
The conceptualization of Arif Budiman arises from the Malay language education 
review conducted in 2005. This is an attempt to spur Malay language education forward 
as we face challenges such as language shift in Malay homes and negative perceptions 
towards the language that regards it as non-economical and less relevant in today’s career 
options. As such, this vision aims to reaffirm the role of Malay language and to set the 
direction for Malay language education with greater emphasis on culture and values. 
 
Thus, the extensive discussion on development of language education in 
Singapore has provided useful insights on the approach towards understanding and 
defining the Malay language and culture, before looking at how this affects the vision of 
Arif Budiman in the following chapters.  
 
In Chapter Two, we focus our discussion on the methodology and literature 
review with the aim to gain insights that are pertinent to this study. We have noted in 
Chapter One that the bilingual education system that has been adopted by Singapore has 
affected the status and development of Malay Language where the Malay Language 
education takes on a different function, no longer as the lingua franca of the country. As 
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such, Chapter Two focuses on the key areas; language, culture and language policy, to 
assist in our understanding of the problem with the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
More importantly, this chapter highlights the importance of analyzing ideas 
within the framework of sociological analysis on the articulations and perspectives of 
language and culture in society, utilizing Karl Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge 
framework. The ideas presented by members, specifically the elites in society clearly 
show the dominant idea on language and culture. Without a doubt, there is a tendency 
for these ideas to permeate and be subscribed to, especially in Malay language education. 
Thus, the recognition of the influence of social process and social groups on ideas 
pertaining to language and culture enables us to investigate how the three issues 
identified have impacted the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
This chapter also presented the materials used in this study that include various 
reports and seminar papers discussing language policies and development of Malay 
Language in Singapore. These materials have presented useful ideas showing the changes 
in Malay language education as well the dominant ideas that have shaped Malay Language 
education. Based on these materials, we have concluded that the curriculum of Malay 
language education seeks to fulfill the function of transmitting cultural values and 
traditions. Inevitably, the teaching resources and syllabus are tuned towards this aim in 
mind as Malay Language education is shaped. This is further perpetuated by the vision of 
Arif Budiman that aims to produce a cultured group. Thus, the materials used have 
allowed us to identify the issues have posed a problem towards the attainment of this 
vision. 
 
In Chapter Three, we discussed the sebutan baku advocacy in the context of 
Singapore and how it has been implemented in Malay Language education. This chapter 
focuses how the narrow understanding of culture is perpetuated by the advocacy of 
sebutan baku and how this advocacy limits the attainment of the vision of Arif Budiman.  
 
Through this chapter, we have discussed the quest for a shared identity through 
the advocacy of sebutan baku. We have analyzed how culture is linked to language. The 
implementation of sebutan baku is also perceived to remove the feeling of isolation 
especially for Singapore Malay users and to connect them to the wider realm of the 
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Malay world as it aids communication. In addition, we have delineated how a narrow 
definition of culture has identified one component of language – pronunciation, as an 
indicator of a shared culture.  
 
As such, we have studied how the advocacy of sebutan baku is intensified through 
the narrow definition of culture that regards a form of pronunciation to be a tool in 
ensuring that Malay culture is not lost. We have also observed how the reasons 
highlighted by the proponents include the notion that a standard pronunciation in Malay 
language would make the Malay community less doubtful of their heritage. This depicts 
the narrow conception and understanding of culture, as well as the limitation in realizing 
the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
In addition, this chapter has also highlighted how the advocacy of sebutan baku 
nurtures a conformist attitude through the pursuit of uniformity where there is a lack of 
regard for variety in the understanding of culture. We have also shown that through its 
role as a pedagogical tool in Malay language education and its presence in schools as well 
as the media and arts domain, it has violated the Johor-Riau variation that has been the 
community’s standard. Here, we have highlighted that the lack of intellectual rigor has 
resulted such narrow understanding of language and culture. The absence of opposing 
viewpoints, different justifications and new scientific findings in this issue proves that the 
lack of criticality would be a limitation to achieving Arif Budiman. 
 
In Chapter Four, we focused our discussion on the representation of culture in 
school textbooks. Here, we have seen how the dominant ideas and understandings on 
culture have been translated into the content used in Malay language education. The 
manner in which culture is understood has formed a part of the syllabus, aligned with the 
aims of Malay Language education. Here, we have focused on two main parts: i) the 
selective definition of culture, and ii) the selection and use of materials. Using examples 
from the school textbooks, workbook and teacher’s guidebooks, we have highlighted 
how narrow understanding of culture has been transmitted to students.  
 
This chapter has proved the narrow definition of culture that has impacted the 
vision of Arif Budiman by highlighting three main categories in which materials are 
incorporated to transmit culture in Malay language school textbooks. The first category is 
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essentialized traits that highlight the idea of fossilized, stagnant and fixed culture. The 
second category that views culture from a romanticist perspective shows how culture is 
defined as it was in the past. The third category perceives culture from the aesthetical 
dimension where culture is defined as performing arts and traditional handicrafts. 
 
In our discussion on the selection and use of materials, we have also noted that 
the comprehension passages lack depth as well as cultural criticality that would enable 
students to make connections to their own experiences. There is also a need to review 
the questions posed to students. A narrow understanding of culture would certainly 
contribute to the problem of Arif Budiman and thus, we have highlighted the need to 
define culture in a broader and critical sense that would enhance and elevate cultural 
understanding and appreciation through Malay language education. This would assist in 
addressing the limitation faced in realizing the vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
Chapter Five discussed the second factor and final issue in this study; the lack of 
critical approach towards the understanding of culture. This chapter highlights three 
main orientations that are dominant in society; feudal-nationalist, Islamic inclination and 
Eurocentric-Orientalist. The focus of this chapter is to show that the development of 
Arif Budiman in Malay language education cannot be achieved without a strong awareness 
of the pitfalls and limitations of these orientations and understandings have pervaded the 
Malay society. 
 
The discussion on the feudal-nationalist attachment as one of the orientations 
towards the understanding of culture shows that one should not be detached from the 
historical experiences of the community in order to understand its orientations and 
thoughts. This chapter has also suggested the idea of an excellent man to assist in the 
pursuit of achieving the aim of the vision of Arif Budiman. Hence, it is the task of the 
elites to help propagate those that are beneficial and useful in the community.  
 
As this study has proposed to present the dominant orientations of culture, we 
have also presented the second orientation identified in this study: Islamic inclination. 
The dominant religion or faith in a community influences the understanding of culture. 
Thus, it is important that we have recognized the problems that arise in developing a 
critical approach towards the understanding of culture that is related to the 
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understanding of dominant religion, in this case Islam. This has helped us to 
comprehend the limitations of such orientations and seek to avoid them as we pursue the 
vision of Arif Budiman. 
 
The final orientation delineated in this chapter is the Eurocentric-Orientalist 
paradigm. By analyzing this orientation, we have illustrated the damaging effects of 
referring to misleading and unjustified works from the West without being critical. It is 
even more worrying if such works are imitated by Malay elites themselves who 
perpetuate biased arguments and condescending perspectives such as demeaning 
statements and ‘myths’ as truths. The lack of critical consciousness and ability to discern 
critically will certainly have an adverse impact on society as well as the vision of Arif 
Budiman. 
 
Based on the three orientations, this study has justified the need for critical 
consciousness and active participation of members of society to question and review the 
type of values promoted, the mentality adopted based on faith and the lack of criticality 
in rejecting and accepting of ideas that are perpetuated by the dominant orientations of 
culture. This is crucial as we prepare the society for the development of Arif Budiman 
individuals. 
 
To conclude, this thesis hopes that by understanding how narrow definition of 
culture and lack of critical approach towards the understanding of culture have impacted 
the notion of culture and language in society and how this has affected the realization of 
the vision of Arif Budiman. From this study, we are able to identify some of the strengths 
and gaps in Singapore’s Malay language education. There is a real and urgent need to 
address these limitations so that there is hope for a progressive change in Malay language 
education, which would then lead to a positive development of Malay language and 
culture. This requires a high level of critical consciousness and moral courage as well as a 
deep understanding of the dominant ideas on language and culture that prevail in society. 
We have also stressed upon the importance of developing a critical method of 
understanding culture by stressing upon the pivotal role of critical scholarships. 
 
As Fromm has said, “Man is the only creature endowed with conscience. His 
conscience is the voice which calls him back to himself, it permits him to know what he 
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ought to do in order to become himself, it helps him to remain aware of the aims of his 
life and of the norms necessary for the attainment of these aims. We are therefore not 
helpless victims of circumstance; we are, indeed, able to change and to influence forces 
inside and outside ourselves and to control, at least to some extent, the conditions which 
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